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a good military leader. Scarcely a day passed that he was 
not asked whether his brother “would come on and accept 
the appointment of commander in chief.”82 His sister Ellen 
also urged Mordecai to come where he was “not only 
desired, but needed in directing the military affairs” of North 
Carolina. The family made promises of assistance, and 
offered to provide a home for Mordecai and his family. 
Similar offers came from Southern friends.2?4 

North Carolina officials trying frantically to organize the 
state’s military forces took heart from  Mordecai’s 
resignation, and spoke confidently of “his probable 
advancement” to the position of major general in command 
of state troops.22 In Richmond, President Davis was 
informed of the resignation even before it was officially 
announced or the implementing orders issued by the War 
Department. Still anxious to secure Mordecai’s services, he 
asked Samuel Mordecai what his brother intended to do. 
Now that the major had at last left the Union Army, perhaps 
he could be persuaded to accept a Southern commission. 
But Samuel could only refer to Mordecai’s statements 
published in the newspapers that he intended to retire to 
private life, an intention that Davis hoped would change.22 

By early June, Mordecai and most of his immediate family 
were living in Philadelphia. For the first time since he had 


submitted his resignation, he was able to sit down and write 
his Southern relatives a lengthy letter, detailing the events 
of the preceding month, thanking them for their offers of 
assistance, and again declining to come South. Once more 
he described his feelings about the great question that had 
divided the nation, and begged his brothers and sisters to 
understand his point of view. He depreciated the possible 
value of his military services to the Confederacy, and 
pointed out that the loss of his assistance to either side was 
“by no means” as great as his friends, or his “unfriends,” 
seemed to think. To his regret, his son Alfred, soon to 
graduate from the United States Military Academy, was 
determined to accept his commission. Mordecai emphasized 
that this was not because of any urging on his part, but was 
due, rather, to the boy’s West Point training and 
associations. Mordecai, himself, could only repeat that his 
Southern friends should be content with the “sacrifice” he 
had made. “Do not cease to love me,” he begged.®4 

Mordecai’s pleading notwithstanding, it was another two 
months before his family in the South could completely 
forgive him for the step he had taken. They did not blame 
the decision entirely on him, but rather were certain that 
Sara had persuaded or influenced him in his course. This he 
was quick to deny. She had acquiesced uncomplainingly in 
his decision, but had had no part in the making of it. 
Another sore point with those in the South was young 
Alfred’s determination to fight in the Union Army, and 
Mordecai’s unwillingness to attempt to dissuade him. 
George Mordecai pointed out that their brother Augustus 
had two sons in the Confederate Army, as did their brother 
Solomon, and, said George, “if it will afford Alfred any 
pleasure or gratification to take the chance of killing or 
being killed by them, | have nothing to say.”22 

Despite these feelings, the tie of family love and loyalty 
was too strong to be broken. Early in August, Mordecai 


received letters from his family that showed the 
understanding and love his brothers and sisters still bore for 
him. He read their words of forgiveness through “almost 
blinding tears” of relief.2© 

Mordecai’s military career was now ended. Having taken 
the decisive step of resigning from the Army, and refusing to 
join the South, he was faced with the problem of supporting 
himself and his family. “You cannot know,” he wrote his 
brother Samuel, “what | have sacrificed ...: the labor of a 
whole life seems to be rendered useless ...; from the 
enjoyment of easy comfort, and even luxury, my family ... 
may soon have to look poverty in the face.”8/ Most of his 
Savings were invested in the South, and the family would be 
dependent on his income. At the age of fifty-seven, for the 
first time in his life, he was seeking a job. 

But what sort of a job? A soldier and a scientist, the only 
trade he knew was the preparation and testing of the tools 
of war. Yet he was determined that he would have nothing to 
do with the prosecution of the Civil War, and this to him 
meant avoidance of any occupation remotely related to 
military service. During the war, therefore, he refused many 
good positions. He declined to serve as a consulting 
engineer on the repair of Fort Delaware, near Philadelphia. 
He turned down offers to teach in or administer military 
schools. He would not accept the position of Inspector 
General of Kentucky and the job of organizing a force for 
defense of that state. 

Any and all offers of this sort he gratefully but firmly 
refused.88 Mordecai was not the only Army officer to resign 
his commission and refuse to fight for either side—indeed, 
there were at least thirty others 82—but it is doubtful if 
many were as scrupulous in their neutrality as he. 

Determined to avoid “all connection with Millitarly 
Affairs,”"22 Mordecai and his family lived quietly in 
Philadelphia during the war years. He turned to teaching to 


Support himself, but the bulk of the family income came 
from a school run by his three daughters.24 With the end of 
hostilities, when passions had calmed and rancor eased, he 
began the search for a new and permanent career. “This 
great reverse of fortune, in the evening of life,” he wrote, “I 
have endeavored to bear with philosophical patience; 
solaced by the companionship of my affectionate wife and 
by the love and good conduct of our dear children; not 
without also the comfort afforded by the sympathy and 
regard of many kind and esteemed friends.”22 
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Jewish Confederates 


Robert N. Rosen 


In March 1865, Samuel Yates Levy, a captain in the 
Confederate army and a prisoner of war at Johnson’s Island, 
wrote to his father J. C. Levy of Savannah, Georgia, “I long to 
breathe the free air of Dixie.” Like the Levy family, southern 
Jews were an integral part of the Confederate States of 
America and had been breathing the free air of Dixie for 
more than two hundred years. 

When the Civil War began, there were sizable Jewish 
communities in all of the major southern cities. Louisiana 
boasted more than five congregations. New Orleans had the 
seventh-largest Jewish population in the United States 
(Boston was sixth and Chicago eighth). In Charleston, South 
Carolina, home to three congregations (one Reform, one 
traditional, and one composed of Orthodox Polish 
immigrants) “Israelites occupy the most distinguished 
places,” according to one Jewish traveler. The Jews of 
Savannah organized K. K. Mikve Israel in 1735, the third 
congregation in America, following those in New York and 
Newport, Rhode Island. There were Jewish communities in 
Richmond and Petersburg, Virginia; Atlanta, Macon, and 
Columbus, Georgia; Memphis and Nashville, Tennessee; and 
Galveston and Houston, Texas, and Jews lived in dozens of 
small towns throughout the South.4 


Louisiana was emblematic of the acculturation and 
assimilation of Jews in the antebellum South. Judah P. 
Benjamin served as one of the state’s U.S. senators. 
Lieutenant Governor Henry M. Hyams was Benjamin’s 
cousin, having moved to Louisiana with Benjamin from 
Charleston in 1828. Edwin Warren Moise, also from South 
Carolina, served as Speaker of the Louisiana House of 
Representatives and was about to become a Confederate 
judge. According to the youthful Salomon de Rothschild of 
the great French banking family, “all these men have a 
Jewish heart and take an interest in me.”2 


Reprinted with permission of Robert Rosen from Jewish 
Roots in Southern Soil: A New History, ed. Marcie Cohen 
Ferris and Mark |. Greenberg (Lebanon, NH: University Press 
of New England, 2006), 109-133, copyright © 2006 by 
Brandeis University Press. 


In 1860, Louisiana was home to at least 8, 000 Jews, and 
likely many more. The total number of Jews in the eleven 
states of the Confederacy was between 20, 000 and 25, 
000, which means that Louisiana was home to 25 to 40 
percent of southern Jewry. New Orleans in 1860 was the 
South’s largest city by far. Its population of 168, 675 
dwarfed Charleston’s (40, 522), Richmond’s (37, 910), 
Mobile’s (29, 258), and Savannah's (22, 292). Like the 
growing cities of the North and West, New Orleans beckoned 
to immigrants, and they came.2 

Southern Jews accepted regional customs and institutions, 
and most significantly, its greatest pathology, slavery. Oscar 
Straus put it best when he wrote in his memoirs: “As a boy 
brought up in the South | never questioned the rights or 
wrongs of slavery. Its existence | regarded as matter of 


course, as most other customs or institutions.” Jews adopted 
the “southern way of life,” including its code of honor, 
dueling, slavery, and notions about race and states’ rights. 
In 1862, Bernhard Felsenthal, a northern abolitionist rabbi 
wrote that “Israelites residing in New Orleans are man by 
man ... ardently in favor of secession” and that Jewish 
German immigrants favored slavery precisely because many 
non-Jewish German immigrants opposed it. “No Jewish 
political figure of the Old South ever expressed reservations 
about the justice of slavery or the rightness of the Southern 
position,” Rabbi Bertram Korn concluded.4 

Nor is there any evidence that Jews supported slavery as a 
result of intimidation or fear of reprisals. The Talmud taught 
Jews that “the law of the land is the law.” According to many 
rabbis, North and South, the Hebrew Bible allowed for 
Slavery. “How dare you ... denounce slaveholding as a sin?” 
Rabbi Morris J. Raphall of New York thundered at the 
abolitionists. “When you remember that Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Job—the men with whom the Almighty conversed, 
with whose names he emphatically connects his own most 
holy name—all these men were slaveholders.” Solomon 
Cohen wrote to his aunt, Rebecca Gratz of Philadelphia, that 
“God gave laws to his chosen people for the government of 
their slaves, and did not order them to abolish slavery.”2 

As most Jews in the South in 1861 were struggling or poor 
immigrants from the German states or eastern Europe, they 
owned few slaves. Jewish southerners were peddlers, store 
clerks, innkeepers, cigar makers, teachers, bartenders, 
petty merchants, tradesmen, and tailors. But they lived ina 
Slaveholding society, and they accepted the institution as 
part of everyday life. Jews in southern cities and towns who 
did own small numbers of slaves utilized them as domestic 
servants or as workers in their trades, or they hired them 
out. “Acceptance of slavery was,” Leonard Dinnerstein 
writes, “an aspect of southern life common to nearly all its 


white inhabitants.” Indeed, it was common to its free black 
inhabitants, who owned more slaves than southern Jews. 
The free blacks of Charleston owned three times the number 
of slaves owned by Charleston Jewry. 

In 1840, three-fourths of all heads of families in 
Charleston owned at least one slave, and the incidence of 
Slaveholding among Jews likely paralleled that of their 
neighbors. In Richmond, a few Jewish auctioneers sold 
Slaves, and there was one Jewish slave dealer, Abraham 
Smith. Richmond’s rabbis supported slavery. George Jacobs 
of Richmond hired a slave to work in his home, although he 
owned no slaves. Reverend Max Michel-bacher prayed 
during the Civil War that God would protect his congregation 
from slave revolt and that the Union’s “wicked” efforts to 
“beguile [the slaves] from the path of duty that they may 
waylay their masters, to assassinate and slay the men, 
women, and children ... be frustrated.” 

Because Jews accepted southern customs and mores, 
southerners accepted Jews. Most southerners were tolerant 
of different religions. The Fundamental Constitution of 
Carolina written by John Locke in 1699 granted freedom of 
religion to “Ye Heathens, Jues [s/c] and other Disenters.” 
Jefferson’s celebrated act of religious freedom asserted that 
“no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any 
religious worship, place, or ministry whatever.” Southern 
aristocrats, influenced by the Anglican, Episcopalian, 
Presbyterian, Methodist, and liberal Protestant tradition, had 
few concerns about Jews in their midst. They found their 
Jewish neighbors to be law-abiding, educated, and 
cosmopolitan, characteristics they appreciated. Jewish 
peddlers, teachers, musicians, lawyers, doctors, druggists, 
merchants, and men of learning enhanced their quality of 
life. Because the South attracted few “foreigners,” small 
numbers of white immigrants were more readily accepted. 
Finally, southerners believed fervently in the God of the Old 


Testament and respected their Jewish neighbors’ knowledge 
of and historic connection to the Bible. Oscar Straus recalled 
how his father, who was well versed in biblical literature, 
translated passages from the Hebrew Bible for local 
ministers over dinner in their home.® 

In 1859, the traveling journalist I. J. Benjamin explained 
Jews’ acceptance in the South by noting that white 
inhabitants “felt themselves united with, and closer to, other 
whites. ... Since the Israelite there did not do the humbler 
kinds of work which the Negro did, he was quickly received 
among the upper classes and easily rose to high political 
rank. For this reason, until now, it was only the South which 
sent Jews to the Senate. Benjamin came from Louisiana; 
[David Levy] Yulee from Florida.” Yulee was born Jewish, 
married a Gentile, and disassociated himself from his Jewish 
roots.2 

This is not to say that there was no Antisemitism in the 
Old South, because there was. It was a fact of life in the 
nineteenth century. Emma Holmes of Charleston wrote in 
her diary that she disliked “Sumter [S.C.] very much from 
the prevalence of sand and Jews, my great abhorrences.” By 
1862, she blamed all of her ills on the Jews. Jews came into 
conflict with the majority Christian society on issues such as 
conducting retail businesses on Sunday. And, of course, 
southerners often found Jewish customs strange. Maria 
Bryan Connell of Hancock County, Georgia, had a Jewish 
houseguest. “I did not at all comprehend the trouble 
occasioned by their notions of unclean and forbidden food 
until | had a daughter of Abraham under the roof. She will 
not eat one mouthful of the finest fresh pork or the most 
delicate ham,” she wrote. It was not, Connell concluded, “an 
unimportant consideration with her. Pray let this be entre 
nous, for | feel as if | am in some respect violating the duties 
of hospitality in speaking of it.”22 


The northern states were not as hospitable to Jews as was 
the South prior to the Civil War. The first known Jew in 
Boston was “warned out” in the 1640s. Unlike colonial 
Charleston, where Jews flourished, Jews were not allowed to 
live in early colonial Boston. John Quincy Adams referred to 
David Yulee as the “squeaking Jew delegate from Florida” 
and to Representative Albert G. Marchand of Pennsylvania 
as a “squat little Jew-faced rotundity.” When the South 
seceded, the Boston Evening Transcript, a Brahmin 
publication, went so far as to blame secession on southern 
Jews. Calling Benjamin “the disunion leader in the U.S. 
Senate,” and Yulee (“whose name has been changed from 
the more appropriate one of Levy or Levi”) an ultra-fire- 
eater, the newspaper claimed that “this peculiar race ... 
having no country of their own,” desired “that other nations 
Shall be in the same unhappy condition.” By 1864, the New 
York Times castigated the Democratic Party because its 
chairman, August Belmont, was “the agent of foreign jew 
bankers.” 

Not all southern Jews supported secession. Edwin De Leon 
was pro-secession, whereas his brother Camden De Leon, 
an officer in the army, was clearly uncomfortable with 
disloyalty to his government. Many were concerned about 
Lincoln’s election and the elevation of an avowed opponent 
of slavery to the presidency. Simon Baruch, a Prussian 
immigrant and medical student, carried a lantern in a 
parade to celebrate secession bearing the words, “There is a 
point beyond which endurance ceases to be a virtue.” After 
Lincoln’s election, Solomon Cohen of Savannah wrote: “our 
enemies have triumphed.” Cohen worried about control of 
the federal government by “those who hate us and our 
institutions.” 12 

The irony of Jewish slaveowners was not lost on northern 
critics of slavery. The antislavery senator Benjamin Wade of 
Ohio referred to Judah Benjamin as an “Israelite with 


Egyptian principles.”42 The Jewish Messenger of New York 
City called upon American Jewry to “rally as one man for the 
Union and the Constitution.” In April 1861, the Jews of 
Shreveport, Louisiana, responded with a denunciation of the 
newspaper and its editor. “[W]e, the Hebrew congregation of 
Shreveport scorn and repel your advice. ... We solemnly 
pledge ourselves to stand by, protect, and honor the flag, 
with its stars and stripes, the Union and Constitution of the 
Southern Confederacy, with our lives, liberty, and all that is 
dear to us.” Max Baer, president of the congregation, asked 
that newspapers friendly to the southern cause publish their 
resolution.+4 

Jewish southerners perceived New Englanders’ as 
abolitionists who were frequently antisemitic. Theodore 
Parker, a leading abolitionist minister, believed Jews’ 
intellects were “sadly pinched in those narrow foreheads,” 
that Jews were “lecherous,” and “did sometimes kill a 
Christian baby at the Passover.” William Lloyd Garrison, 
editor of the Liberator, once described Judge Mordecai 
Manuel Noah of New York as “the miscreant Jew,” a 
“Shylock,” “the enemy of Christ and liberty,” and a 
descendant “of the monsters who nailed Jesus to the cross.” 
Similar sentiments came from Edmund Quincy, Lydia Maria 
Child, William Ellery Channing, and Senator Henry Wilson of 
Massachusetts, all leading abolitionists. Child thought 
Judaism rife with superstition, claiming that Jews “have 
humbugged the world.” John Quincy Adams opposed slavery 
and derided Jews.22 

It is little wonder that there was no great love lost 
between southern Jews, who were accustomed to being 
treated as equals, and New Englanders. Isaac Harby, the 
Charleston journalist and pioneer of the Reform movement 
in the United States, denounced “the abolitionist society 
and its secret branches.” It came as no surprise to South 
Carolina Jewry to see the following statement from the 


Boston Journal reprinted in their local newspaper in March 
1861: “The Jew, [Benjamin] Mordecai, at Charleston, who 
gave ten thousand dollars to the South Carolina 
Government, had just settled with his Northern creditors by 
paying fifty cents on the dollar. The ten thousand was thus a 
Northern donation to secession.” The Charleston Daily 
Courier called the story “a_ willful, unmitigated and 
deliberate falsehood.”2° 

The question of why southern Jews fought for the 
Confederacy is not difficult to answer. “We of the South,” 
Solomon Cohen wrote Rebecca Gratz, “feel that prudence 
and self-defense demand that we should protect ourselves.” 
Jewish Confederates fought for liberty and freedom, 
including the right to own slaves. They fought to preserve 
the southern racial caste system. They fought invaders of 
their hearth and home. Private Simon Mayer of Natchez 
wrote to his family: “I sympathize with the poor victims of 
abolition despotism.” + 

Jewish Johnny Rebs were also motivated by a sense of 
duty and honor, powerful emotions in Victorian America. 
“Victorians,” James McPherson writes, “understood duty to 
be a binding moral obligation involving reciprocity: one had 
a duty to defend the flag under whose protection one had 
lived.” Corporal Isaac Valentine, a fallen Jewish Confederate, 
was mortally wounded in the same battle as his comrade 
Gustavus Poznanski Jr. On his deathbed Valentine believed 
he had done his duty and died for his country.+8 

Letters, memoirs, and obituaries all reflect Jewish soldiers’ 
chief reasons for fighting: to do their duty, to protect their 
homeland, to protect southern rights and liberty and, once 
the war began, to support their comrades in arms. Philip 
Rosenheim of Richmond had just returned home from 
marching to the Chickahominy and had “fallen into sweet 
slumber” when his sister Rebecca awoke him. The bells had 
tolled, informing his militia company to gather. “I was very 


weak and had a severe headache,” he wrote to his family, 
“but still | dressed myself, buckled on my accouterments, 
thinking | would not shrink from my duty and would follow 
the company wherever it goes, as our Flag says, when duty 
calls tis ours to obey.” “We were thoroughly imbued with the 
idea,” Moses Ezekiel of Richmond wrote in his memoirs, 
“that we were not fighting for the perpetuation of slavery, 
but for the principle of State’s rights and free trade, and in 
the defense of our homes, which were being ruthlessly 
invaded.”22 Many a Jewish youth left the German fatherland 
to avoid military service only to enlist voluntarily in the 
Confederate army soon after arriving in Dixie. 

Isaac Hirsch of Fredericksburg, Virginia, a soldier in the 
30th Virginia, visited the battlefield at Second Manassas, 
where Stonewall Jackson defeated General Pope’s army. “It 
is bad,” he wrote in his diary, “that the dead Yankees could 
not be buried as | don’t like to see any human being lay on 
the top of the earth and rot, but it is a fit emblem for the 
invader of our soil for his bones to bleach on the soil he 
invades, especially of a people that wish to be left alone and 
settle down to their own peaceful pursuits.”22 

Mothers and sisters encouraged Jewish men, like other 
southern men, to fight. At the start of the war, Catherine 
Ezekiel, Moses’s mother, said that “she would not own a son 
who would not fight for his home and country.” In May 1862, 
Mary Chestnut wrote of her friend “Mem” Cohen’s 
dedication to the cause in her diary: “Our soldiers, thank 
God, are men after our own heart, cries Miriam of the house 
of Aaron.” Phoebe Pember recalled that the “women of the 
South had been openly and violently rebellious from the 
moment they thought their states’ rights touched. ... They 
were the first to rebel—the last to succumb.”24 

The social pressure to enlist was also a strong factor in 
many young Confederates’ decision to join the army. 
According to Gary Gallagher, 75 to 85 percent of the 


Confederacy’s available draft-age white population served 
in the military. Any young white southern male had a 
difficult time in 1862 and 1863 explaining why he was not in 
uniform. Simon Baruch, a Prussian from Schwersenz (and 
Bernard Baruch’s father), immigrated to Camden, South 
Carolina, as did his younger brother Herman. When Simon 
enlisted, he admonished Herman to stay out of the war. But 
Herman joined the cavalry because, as he told Simon, “lI 
could no longer stand it. | could no longer look into the faces 
of the ladies.”24 

There was also the adventure of war and the bounty paid 
in advance. Young men unhappy in their work saw a chance 
to escape. Lewis Leon was such a clerk. An unmarried 
immigrant, Leon spoke German as well as English and at 
age nineteen enlisted for six months in the Charlotte Grays, 
Company C, 1st North Carolina. (Most southerners believed 
the war would be over in six months.) He was issued a fine 
uniform. “We were all boys between the ages of eighteen 
and twenty-one. ... Our trip was full of joy and pleasure, for 
at every station where our train stopped the ladies 
showered us with flowers and Godspeed.”22 

Jewish Confederates, like other immigrants and African 
Americans, had a special burden during the war. They had 
to prove that Jews could fight. One of the tenets of 
nineteenth-century Antisemitism was that the Jews were 
disloyal, unpatriotic, and cowardly. The “Wandering Jew” 
was the symbolic image of Antisemitism. This stereotype 
labeled Jews as ghetto dwellers from Europe, who refused to 
assimilate with their neighbors and had fled their 
homelands to avoid military service. Southern Jewish 
soldiers set out to disprove these calumnies.24 

Other Jews fought to make a place in southern society for 
those who would come after them. Philip Whitlock wrote in 
his memoir that “especially when | was of the Jewish Faith | 
thought that if | am negligent in my duty as a citizen of this 


country, it would unfavorably reflect on the whole Jewish 
race and religion.” Charles Wessolowsky said after the war 
that “sometimes he felt like a Jewish missionary among the 
Gentiles to show the way for other Jews to follow.” Early 
twentieth-century Jewish historians were anxious to defend 
the courage and bravery of the generation that preceded 
them. “There existed no occasion to threaten the young or, 
for that matter, the middle-aged, with the ‘white feather,’” 
Ezekiel and Lichtenstein write in The History of the Jews of 
Richmond. “None held back or hesitated.”22 

Finally, Jewish tradition also played a part. From the Book 
of Esther and Jeremiah (“Seek the welfare of the city to 
which | have exiled you,” Jer. 29:7) to rabbinical law, 
Judaism taught respect and obedience to the established 
government. Jews had always aligned themselves with 
monarchs and conservative regimes for self-protection from 
the masses. The traditional Jewish prayer for the 
government, dating to the sixteenth century, called upon 
God to bless the king and inspire him with benevolence 
“toward us and all Israel our brethren.” As the new 
Confederacy was now their lawful government, Jewish 
tradition demanded loyalty to it.2® 

Thus, Jewish Johnny Rebs went off to war for patriotism 
and love of country, yearning for a fatherland they could 
believe in, defense of their new homeland, and 
demonstrating to the North that their rights could not be 
assailed. Equally compelling were the social pressures to 
enlist, the frenzy of secession and war, the desire to escape 
home and see the world, the lure of adventure and money, 
and to prove that Jews were fighters. “The Jews of the 
Confederacy had good reason to be loyal to their section,” 
Rabbi Korn concludes. “Nowhere else in America—certainly 
not in the ante-bellum North—had Jews been accorded such 
an opportunity to be complete equals as in the old South.”24 


From the top of the social ladder to the bottom, southern 
Jews supported the Confederate cause. Former Senator 
Judah Benjamin, one of the South’s most brilliant lawyers 
(President Millard Fillmore nominated him to the Supreme 
Court, but Benjamin declined the honor), became attorney 
general of the new Confederate States of America. “A 
Hebrew of Hebrews, for the map of the Holy City was traced 
all over his small, refined face,” Thomas Cooper DeLeon 
later recalled, “the attorney-general was of the highest type 
of his race.”28 

There was little legal work for the new attorney general, 
and Benjamin rapidly became a close confidant of and 
political adviser to President Jefferson Davis. A wit, a 
gourmand, and a raconteur, Benjamin was a popular 
member of Richmond society. When the secretary of war 
resigned, Davis asked Benjamin to take his place. 
Unfortunately Benjamin had no military background. He did 
bring his well-known capacity for hard work and 
organization to the War Department, but his tenure was 
marked by notable failures in the field, for which he received 
(and accepted) the blame. After the disastrous fall of 
Roanoke Island, Virginia, in early 1862, Davis promoted 
Benjamin to secretary of state in “the very teeth of 
criticism.” 

Benjamin’s Jewish heritage (he did not practice the Jewish 
religion) was a lightning rod for critics of the Davis 
administration. Congressman Henry S. Foote of Tennessee, a 
rabid antisemite, referred to Benjamin as “Judas Iscariot 
Benjamin” and the “Jewish puppeteer” behind the “Davis 
tyranny.” John M. Daniel of the Richmond Examiner reacted 
to Benjamin’s appointment as secretary of state by 
remarking that “the representation of the Synagogue is not 
diminished; it remains full.” These, however, were minority 
opinions.22 


Benjamin continued to serve as Davis’s secretary of state. 
He was to the civilian government what Robert E. Lee was to 
the military: a loyal, stalwart, indefatigable, and 
uncomplaining patriot. He was the best-known Confederate 
official next to the president and vice-president and third in 
order of succession. Varina Howell Davis called Benjamin 
her husband's “right arm.” Historians have described him as 
“the President’s most intimate friend and counselor.” Eli 
Evans portrayed Benjamin as Davis’s alter ego.22 

As the war dragged on, the Confederacy’s options 
dwindled. On February 12, 1864, the Confederate Congress 
voted in secret session to create “bodies for the capture and 
destruction of the enemies’ property.” The Bureau of Special 
and Secret Service came into existence, and funding for 
these operations went to the State Department. Benjamin, 
as secretary of state, was the likely head of the bureau and 
chief of Confederate covert activities. Shortly thereafter, 
important agents of the Confederacy arrived in Montreal. “A 
few months later,” according to Roy Z. Chamlee Jr., “John 
Wilkes Booth opened a bank account in the same Montreal 
bank used by the Rebels.”24 


This engraving from around 1864 positioned Judah P. 
Benjamin prominently among the Confederate chieftains. 
Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American 
Jewish Archives. 

Benjamin took on the most dangerous assignment Davis 
had given him, that of spymaster. This would be his last 
assignment for the Confederacy. He established spy rings 
and sent political propagandists to the North and to Canada. 
He enlisted the seductive Belle Boyd, the “Cleopatra of 
Secession,” in the cause. He sent agents to Ireland to stem 
the tide of Irish volunteers entering the Union army. He 
planned the burning of federal medical stores in Louisville, 
Kentucky, and bridges in strategic locations across the 
occupied South. He also oversaw the suppression of treason 
against the Confederacy. Special commissioners who 


investigated and arrested those disloyal to the government 
reported to Benjamin. Colonel Henry J. Leovy, a close friend 
of Benjamin’s from New Orleans, served as a military 
commissioner in southwest Virginia, where he searched for 
traitors.24 

Benjamin, like many other Confederate leaders, believed 
Northerners would not support Lincoln indefinitely. Serious 
efforts were made to exploit the difference between eastern 
and western states, to increase public disaffection in the 
North for the war, and to raid prisoner-of-war camps. 
Provocateurs attempted to capture federal property in the 
far north. Confederate agents tried to disrupt the monetary 
system by urging people to convert paper money to gold. 
There was even an attempt—probably unknown to Benjamin 
but involving his agents—to set New York City on fire. 
Benjamin oversaw the most ambitious mission, a one- 
million-dollar covert operation in Canada headed by Jacob 
Thompson. When the war ended, Benjamin fled Richmond 
with Davis and the Confederate cabinet.22 

The common Jewish soldier in the field matched 
Benjamin’s commitment to the Confederate cause. There 
were about 2, 000 Jewish Confederate servicemen. Simon 
Wolf, a prominent Jewish lawyer, published a book in 1895 
containing a list of Jews who served in the Union and 
Confederate armies. His list reflects the preponderance of 
service in the infantry. Of the 1, 340 men listed, 967 served 
in the infantry, 116 in the cavalry, 129 in the artillery, and 
11 in the navy or marines. Rabbi Barnett Elzas’s list of 
Jewish South Carolinians shows 117 in the infantry of a total 
of 167 men. In their study of Richmond’s Jews, Ezekiel and 
Lichtenstein noted 70 of 100 soldiers in the infantry. Eric 
Brock’s list of Confederate Jewish soldiers in Shreveport, 
Louisiana, comes to similar conclusions.24 

There were Jewish Johnny Rebs in every aspect of the war. 
They were privates in infantry units all over the South and in 


every major campaign. They were cooks, sharpshooters, 
orderlies, teamsters, and foragers. They dug trenches, cut 
trees, guarded prisoners, and served on picket duty. Most of 
the historical information about Jewish Confederate soldiers 
is contained in the letters, diaries, reminiscences, and 
biographies of well-known, powerful, and older men, such as 
Judah Benjamin and Raphael Moses, a prominent 
commissary officer. There is little documentation for the 
average soldier.2= 

The average Confederate soldier was in his twenties, and 
this was undoubtedly true about Jewish Johnny Rebs. We 
know little about these young men except their names and 
units, but there is enough information about men in the 
ranks to make some generalizations. The majority enlisted 
in hometown companies with men whom they knew, often 
fellow Jews. They preferred serving in units with their friends 
and relatives. There were seven Rosenbalms in Company H 
of the 37th Virginia. Philip Rosenheim of the Richmond 
militia was proud of his service and his friends: “Charley 
Marx and David Mittledorfer, Julius Straus, Moses Hutzler, 
Sam and Herman Hirsh, Simon Sycles, Gus Thalheimer, Abr. 
Gold-back, and a good many other Yuhudim all belonged to 
the same company, which | did.”2® 

But unlike Irish and German immigrants, who formed 
ethnic companies, Jews did not form distinctively Jewish 
companies because they fervently desired to be seen as 
citizens of their state and nation, not as a separate 
nationality. They did not want to stand out as they had been 
forced to do in Europe. There were no Catholic or Lutheran 
units in the Confederate army, and, therefore, no Jewish 
units either. As a practical matter, there were few wealthy 
Jewish men with the military background and political 
influence needed to organize a company of troops. The 
majority of Jewish Confederates were recent young 


immigrants. They were followers, comrades-in-arms, not 
leaders.24 

The majority of Jewish Confederates served as privates or 
corporals in the infantry, but there were Jews in all branches 
of the service and in all departments. One hundred and five 
Jews served in the Alabama infantry and twenty-one in the 
cavalry. There were almost as many Jews in the Arkansas 
cavalry as in the infantry. Leopold Levy and his brother 
Sampson served in Company G, 1st Virginia Cavalry, 
commanded by Colonel J. E. B. Stuart. Texas had seventy- 
three Jewish infantry men and twenty-one Jewish 
cavalrymen. 

Jews also served in artillery units such as the Washington 
Artillery of New Orleans. Texas and Alabama each had five 
Jewish artillerymen; Arkansas had eight. Edwin Kursheedt 
and Eugene Henry Levy served in the artillery. Marx Cohen 
and Gustavus A. Cohen served in James F. Hart’s Company 
(Washington Artillery, South Carolina), initially a part of 
Hampton’s Legion, as did five other Cohens from South 
Carolina. Perry Moses of Sumter served in a number of units, 
including Culpepper’s Battery. In 1863, Moses was in charge 
of a twelve-pound Napoleon cannon and later that year 


wrote to his mother, Octavia Harby Moses: “I fought a 
battery of four guns for over an hour, giving them gun for 
gun.”38 


Some Jewish Johnny Rebs served in militia or home 
guards, which were organized for local self-defense. At the 
beginning of the war, many men who did not want to leave 
home or serve in the regular army joined the militia. As the 
war progressed and conscription was instituted, the home 
guards consisted of those too young, too old, or too infirm to 
serve, as well as those exempt by virtue of their occupations 
or political office. When Richmond, Virginia, was attacked in 
the summer of 1863, young Philip Rosenheim served in the 
local militia. In a letter to his sister and brother-in-law, 


Amelia and Isaac Meinnart, Philip stated, “I, as well as all 
the Boys rallied to the call and we stood firmly at our Flag 
ready to meet the foe.”22 

Jewish soldiers came from varied backgrounds. Some were 
recent immigrants, and some were from old families. Strong 
evidence of the southern Jewish immigrant’s contribution to 
Confederate military service can be seen in Shreveport, 
Louisiana, in 1860. Eric J. Brock estimated that three 
hundred Jews lived in Shreveport at that time and that 
seventy-eight served in the Confederate armed forces. 
Almost all were recent immigrants who arrived in Louisiana 
in the 1850s. Most, like Marx Baer, were born in one of the 
German states or Alsace and Lorraine. Some were from 
Poland: Jack Citron, Company |, 3rd Louisiana, from Koval; 
and Jacob Gall, Company D, 19th Louisiana, from Meschisko. 
Some were from France: Marx Israel of Company 5, 3rd 
Regiment, European Brigade, was from Onepie near Metz.42 

Leading Jews of Richmond, Virginia, had been members of 
the Richmond Light Infantry Blues for generations. The unit 
participated in quelling the Gabriel Prosser slave revolt in 
1800 and was called into service in 1807 when the British 
man-of-war Leopard attacked the Chesapeake off Norfolk. 
When the Richmond Blues left the city for the war on April 
24, 1861, fifteen of its ninety-nine members were Jewish, 
including Ezekiel J. (“Zeke”) Levy, its fourth sergeant. 

The Blues served as Company A, 46th Virginia, in West 
Virginia and saw combat at Roanoke Island in February 
1862. “Soon a ball [bullet] came from the Yankees,” the 
company’s record states, and “one of our boys, Mr. L. 
Wasserman, replied.” Henry Adler was mortally wounded. 
Isaacs, Lyon, Levi Wasserman, and Joseph Levy were 
captured and exchanged for Union prisoners that August. 
After suffering a great deal from his wounds, Adler died at 
the naval hospital in Portsmouth and was buried by the 
Blues, who turned out en masse to honor their first private 


killed in the war. The Blues served in Virginia and North 
Carolina, and also fought in the defense of Charleston, 
Richmond, Petersburg, and finally in Appomattox. With the 
Blues’ captain killed and first lieutenant wounded, 
Lieutenant Ezekiel J. Levy became commanding officer in 
June 1864.44 

There were dozens of Jewish officers in the Confederate 
service, including the quartermaster general of the 
Confederate army, Colonel Abraham Charles Myers, the 
great-grandson of the first rabbi of K. K. Beth Elohim in 
Charleston. After graduating from West Point, Myers became 
a career army officer and served in the Second Seminole 
and Mexican Wars. Fort Myers, Florida, was named in his 
honor by his father-in-law, General David Emanuel Twiggs. In 
1861, Myers set up his offices on the southwest corner of 
9th and Main Streets, near Capitol Square in Richmond. The 
Quartermaster Department included quartermasters in each 
state, paymasters and quartermasters in the field, 
manufacturing plants, special units such as the Tax-in-Kind 
Office, depot and post quartermasters, and purchasing 
agents posted abroad. Colonel Myers reported to the 
secretary of war.44 

As the war continued, public concern, followed by anger 
and then outrage at the Commissary and Quartermaster 
Departments, plagued the Confederacy. It was 
understandable, if unjustified, that officers in charge of food, 
clothing, and supplies were blamed for the army’s ills. The 
head commissary officer was the scapegoat of the 
Confederate Congress. His nomination to full colonel and 
confirmation as commissary general provoked heated 
debate. Myers’s nomination to full colonel and confirmation 
as quartermaster general was immediately approved. T. C. 
De Leon believed that Myers’s “bureau was managed with 
an efficiency and vigor that could scarcely have been looked 
for in sO new an organization.” Early in the war, Myers 


enjoyed a good reputation as a competent and honest 
department head. 

It soon became clear that the war would not be short and 
that supplying an army of four hundred thousand men 
would be a formidable task. Prices rose as the blockade 
tightened and northern supply sources dwindled. States’ 
rights played a part in the Confederacy’s problems. The 
state government of North Carolina supplied uniforms for its 
troops with the understanding that the quartermaster would 
not purchase clothing from North Carolina factories, and 
thereby deplete their inventories. The southern economy 
could not keep pace with the army’s huge appetite for 
Supplies. 

The Union victories of 1862 were a disaster for the 
Confederacy and especially for the quartermaster general. 
The loss of New Orleans, key border states, coastal areas, 
and the Mississippi Valley limited the areas from which 
Supplies, manufactured goods, and raw materials could be 
obtained. Blockade-running was severely curtailed, 
interfering with the importation of European goods. By 
August 1862, Lee complained that his army lacked “much of 
the materials of war, ... [was] feeble in transportation, the 
animals being much reduced, and the men ... poorly 
provided with clothes, and in thousands of instances ... 
destitute of shoes.” 

As the war dragged on, the Quartermaster Department 
came under severe criticism. The Savannah Daily News 
noted “that peculation and plunder, and misuse of authority 
for private purpose, have often been put before public duty 
and public service.” The Richmond Enquirer complained that 
“quartermasters sometimes get rich. ... Unfaithful, 
incompetent, or dishonest quartermasters or commissaries 
could plunge the country into ruin.” Historian Richard Goff 
concludes that despite the criticism, under Myers’s 


leadership, the Quartermaster Department was “as well 
organized and as efficient as circumstances would allow.”44 

Myers’s friends in Congress sought to promote him to 
brigadier general, and in March 1863, the Congress passed 
a law providing that the rank and pay of the quartermaster 
general “shall be those of Brigadier General in the 
provisional army.” Seventy-six members of Congress sent 
the president a letter recommending that Colonel Myers be 
promoted to general. Ironically, Jefferson Davis used the law 
to dismiss Myers from office. On August 7, 1863, he 
replaced Abraham Myers with his old friend Alexander R. 
Lawton. 

Davis argued that the dismissal of Myers was in the 
interest of efficiency, and there was some basis for the 
charge. But Myers and Davis had feuded many years before, 
in the army, and according to Richmond gossip, the true 
reason for the controversy lay between the men’s wives. 
Marian Myers, who considered herself the social superior of 
Mrs. Davis, had called the president’s wife “an old squaw,” 
referring to Davis’s dark complexion. Assistant Secretary of 
War A. T. Bledsoe passed along the insult in early 1862. 
“The Congress of 1863,” Mary Chestnut wrote, “gave up its 
time to fighting the battle of Colonel Myers—Mrs. Myers.”42 

There is no evidence that Antisemitism played any role in 
Myers’s firing, despite sentiments expressed by John 
Beauchamp Jones, a clerk in the War Department. In his 
memoir, A Rebel War Clerk’s Diary (1866), Jones called 
Myers the “Jew Quarter-Master General” and claimed the 
officer said, “let them suffer,” when told of soldiers’ pleas 
for blankets. But Sallie Putman, who had no love for the 
Jews, thought Myers was mistreated. Most important, 
Jefferson Davis not only had no prejudice against Jews but, 
to the contrary, maintained warm relationships with many 
southern Jews.4® 


Adolph Proskauer of Mobile was among the few Jewish 
immigrants who became a high-ranking Confederate officer. 
Proskauer was educated at the gymnasium in Breslau before 
coming to the United States. In May 1861, he enlisted for 
twelve months in Captain Augustus Stikes’s company, the 
Independent Rifles, and was appointed first corporal. In 
Richmond, the Independent Rifles became Company C, 12th 
Alabama Infantry. The 12th Alabama was a cosmopolitan 
regiment that included German, French, Irish, and Spanish 
soldiers, aS well as young men from the mountains of north 
Alabama. Captain Robert Emory Park, an officer in the 
regiment, recalled their talent for foraging, stating that “the 
vast majority of them suffered very little from hunger” 
despite limited rations. 

By December, Proskauer was promoted to sergeant. In 
April 1862, he was commissioned as a first lieutenant. He 
served in that rank for only twenty-six days before being 
promoted to captain in May, replacing Stikes, who became a 
major of the regiment. Proskauer was remembered as a 
handsome captain, the “best dressed man in the regiment.” 
He participated in some of the fiercest battles of the war, 
such as the Siege of Yorktown in the late spring of 1862. He 
also helped lead the 12th Alabama at the Battle of Seven 
Pines, where it made a “gallant charge ... into the very jaws 
of death.” 

Proskauer and his regiment marched north in Lee’s 
Maryland campaign as part of Rodes’s brigade. He was in 
combat at the Battle of South Mountain and Sharpsburg 
(Antietam), where he was wounded. On September 17, 
1862, the single bloodiest day in the Civil War, Lee’s Army 
of Northern Virginia faced George B. McClellan’s Army of the 
Potomac: 4, 710 men were killed; 18, 440 men were 
wounded. Proskauer was shot in the abdomen during 
intense fighting along the Sunken Road, later called the 
“Bloody Lane.” He recuperated and later returned to his 
company at Orange Court House, Virginia. 


Proskauer was also at the Battle of Chancellorsville in May 
1863, when the 12th fought as a part of Stonewall Jackson’s 
famous flanking attack on Major General Hooker’s Union 
army. On the morning of May 3, Proskauer led the regiment, 
as Colonel Pickens assumed leadership of a portion of the 
brigade after the commander was wounded. Wounded in the 
battle, Proskauer was promoted to major by Colonel Pickens 
while he was in the hospital, and his promotion was later 
confirmed by the Confederate Congress in early 1864. 

Major Proskauer returned to his command at the Battle of 
Gettysburg on July 1, 1863. A part of Rodes’s division, the 
12th suffered heavy casualties at Oak Ridge, northeast of 
Gettysburg. Years later, Captain Park wrote to Mrs. 
Proskauer: “I can see him now, in mental view, as he nobly 
carried himself at Gettysburg, standing coolly and calmly, 
with cigar in his mouth, at the head of the Twelfth Alabama, 
amid a perfect rain of bullets, shot and shell. He was the 
personification of intrepid gallantry, of imperturbable 
courage.” 

On July 4, 1863, Lee retreated from Pennsylvania. Major 
Proskauer and the 12th Alabama, “suffering, wet and 
anxious,” on a dark, dreary, rainy night retreated south. 
During the remainder of the summer of 1863 they camped 
near Orange Court House. Fighting continued in Virginia, 
and in October, Proskauer led half the regiment on a mission 
to destroy railroad tracks near Warrenton Junction. In late 
December, he led the regiment to Paine’s Mill to saw planks 
for the Orange Road. The regiment saw action again on May 
8 at Spotsylvania Court House, where Proskauer was 
wounded once more, ending his involvement in the war.44 

Like the officers and enlisted men in the field, southern 
rabbis supported the Confederate war effort. Rabbi Max 
Michelbacher of Beth Ahabah Synagogue in Richmond and 
the Confederate capital’s Jewish community assisted Jewish 
soldiers. Michelbacher saw to the soldiers’ needs, requested 


furloughs on their behalf for Jewish holidays, and even 
published a “prayer of the C[onfederate] S[tates] Soldiers.” 
Beginning with the Shema, it called upon the God of Israel 
to “be with me in the hot season of the contending strife; 
protect and bless me with health and courage to bear 
cheerfully the hardships of war. ... Be unto the Army of this 
Confederacy, as thou wert of old, unto us, thy chosen 
people! "48 

Rabbi James K. Gutheim of New Orleans was also a vocal 
Supporter of the Confederacy. The spiritual leader of 
Dispersed of Judah congregation, Gutheim refused to swear 
allegiance to the Union when the federal army occupied the 
Crescent City. Along with many of his congregants, Gutheim 
left the city for Montgomery, Alabama, where he prayed 
from the pulpit, “Regard, O Father, in Thine abundant favor 
and benevolence, our beloved country, the Confederate 
States of America. May our young Republic increase in 
strength. ... Behold, O God, and judge between us and our 
enemies, who have forced upon us this unholy and 
unnatural war.”42 

The revolution wrought by the Civil War—the freeing of 
the slaves; the collapse of the ancien régime; the death, 
destruction, and impoverishment of southern cities—was 
devastating to southern Jewry. Those most committed to the 
cause lost the most. Judah Benjamin left the country for 
Europe. Union officials tried to implicate him in Lincoln’s 
assassination. Abraham C. Myers’s career was ended. Many 
families lost fathers, brothers, and sons. Businesses 
suffered, and many were destroyed. Those Jews who had 
owned slaves, lost them. Reconstruction was as bitter for 
the Jewish community as it was for the rest of the white 
South. In a letter to a family member in April 1868, Henry 
Hyams, the former lieutenant governor of Louisiana, wrote, 
“As Israelites, we are passing through another captivity 
which relives and reenacts all the troubles so pathetically 


poured forth by the inspired Jeremiah.” Emma Mordecai of 
Richmond could not abide the occupying army. “Richmond is 
a strange place,” she confided to her diary. “Everything 
looks unnatural and desecrated.”22 

Like other southerners, Jewish southerners licked their 
wounds, rebuilt their lives, and memorialized their honored 
dead. The Jewish women of Richmond formed the Hebrew 
Ladies Memorial Association for the Confederate Dead. A 
circular was sent out “To the Israelites of the South” seeking 
funds to create a cemetery and to erect a monument to the 
Jewish Confederate dead. Time was of the essence. “While 
the world yet rings with the narrative of a brave people’s 
struggle for independence,” the circular stated, the soldiers’ 
graves were neglected. Southern Jews could not abide this 
situation. They were urged to remember “the myriads of 
heroes who spilled their noble blood” in defense of the 
“glorious cause.” The circular appealed to southern Jews’ 
fear of Antisemitism: “In time to come,” it concluded, “when 
the malicious tongue of slander, ever so ready to assail 
Israel, shall be raised against us, then, with a feeling of 
mournful pride, will we point to this monument and say: 
‘There is our reply.’”2+ 
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9 
From Peddler to Regimental 
Commander in Two Years 


The Civil War Career of Major Louis A. Gratz 


Jacob Rader Marcus 


Early in 1861 a German Jewish immigrant, not yet twenty- 
two years of age, landed in New York City. The name by 
which he was to be known in this, the land of his adoption, 
was Louis A. Gratz. Judging by the surname, which was 
Gratz in German, the original home of his family was either 
in the Austro-Silesian town of Gratz or in the German-Polish 
town of the same name in the province of Posen. Although 
there is no conclusive evidence by any means, the likelihood 
is that the Louis A. Gratz family stemmed from this latter 
town, the same city that in all probability once sheltered an 
ancestor of Heinrich Gratz, the classical Jewish historian, 
and an ancestor of the Gratz brothers, notable Philadelphia 
merchants of the eighteenth century. 

We do not know where Louis A. Gratz was born, but we do 
know that some years before his emigration he went to live 
with an uncle by the name of Kurtzig in the Posen town of 
Inowrazlaw. He made his home with this family for several 
years, and when later he joined the long stream of 
wanderers to these shores, he wrote back to his beloved 
relatives, describing his life and adventures in the new 
world. These German letters—some of which have been 


preserved—are the source of our knowledge of his career 
during the years 1861 to 1869. 


Reprinted, in abridged form, with permission of Jacob Rader 
Marcus’s literary executor from Publications of the American 
Jewish Historical Society 38 (September 1948-June 1949): 
22-45, copyright © 1949 by the American Jewish Historical 
Society. 


Uncle Aron Kurtzig and Aunt Emma Kuhlbrand Kurtzig 
were engaged in the manufacture of oil from rapeseed, and 
it was in the pursuit of this task that Kurtzig introduced the 
first steam engine and modern industry into his district. This 
was no mean task, for the nearest railroad was at Bromberg, 
twenty-six miles away, and all the heavy boilers and 
machines had to be dragged over the miry roads. The sticky 
mud of this part of the country was far famed, and tradition 
had it that when Napoleon | was once bogged down in the 
neighborhood, he is reported to have said ironically: “And 
they call this a fatherland!” 

Inowrazlaw, situated in the midst of a rich grain district, 
was a typical isolated German-Polish town. There was very 
little water in town—just a few wells—and the luxuries of life 
were conspicuously absent. When the children in the Kurtzig 
house once received an orange from one of the neighboring 
gentry, they did not eat it, but put it under glass where they 
could look at it as much as they wanted and inhale its 
wonderful perfume. The town, in the decade of the 1850s, 
sheltered some 5, 000 people, almost half of whom were 
Jews. Most of the latter were orthodox and observant; the 
Kurtzigs we know were, and it was in this rigidly religious 
environment that young Gratz spent considerable time. We 
may safely assume that he was given the usual Jewish 


education and hence enjoyed some familiarity with the 
Hebrew language and ritual. 

What induced this young man to leave his Polonized 
German town to go to America? Although he lived under 
rather comfortable circumstances at home—he was by no 
means faced by want—he was induced by a friend to go to 
America in the hope of becoming rich. This was the lure that 
led him to say yes to the solicitation of his companion; the 
realities he found on his arrival were a grim disappointment. 

The eight-week voyage on a sailing vessel almost took all 
the starch out of him; bad food and bad quarters left him 
Shaken in body and soul when he arrived. He visited a 
cousin but was shabbily received and probably never called 
again; he knew no English, had no trade, and soon became 
so discouraged that he was almost disconsolate. His one 
friend, the man who had accompanied him here, soon left 
him in the lurch to take a job with a relative. His total 
fortune was ten dollars, not a great deal for a stranger in a 
strange land, a frightened, lonely young man of twenty-one. 
His board in a good Jewish family, where the dietary laws 
were no doubt observed, cost him two and one-half dollars a 
week, and at that rate he knew his little nest egg would not 
last very long. The eager immigrant tried desperately to get 
a job, but nobody had anything for him; everyone with 
whom he spoke discouraged him, and finally he turned to 
the last—if not the first—resort of every unskilled but 
intelligent German Jewish immigrant: he became a peddler. 

He invested part of his meager store of money in a basket 
of shoe laces, thimbles, and stockings, and started climbing 
up and down stairs, and knocking at doors in the great 
metropolis of New York. By dint of hard labor he earned 
enough to pay his daily board. That meant he earned about 
thirty-five cents a day. By this time—his first week in the 
country—he knew the names and prices of the goods he 
carried. One of the merchants who sold him his supplies 
helpfully suggested that he would do better peddling in the 


countryside and even offered him five dollars’ worth of 
goods on credit. The young man accepted the kind offer, 
trudged out to the farms in the outlying districts, and did a 
little better until he ran into rain. There could be no peddling 
while the mud in the roads was knee-deep; he had to go 
back, and he walked the twenty-five miles to the city 
carrying his pack on his back. The net result of this first 
expedition on the road to fortune was a bad fever and an 
infected leg. 

Now his troubles really began. Instead of resting—how 
could he afford to do this?—he started peddling again until 
he was confined to bed with a constant fever. In the 
meantime his money was dwindling away because of his 
expenditures for food and medicine. There was but one 
thing to do: go to a public hospital reserved primarily for the 
poor, a hospital where conditions were indescribably bad 
and where the surgeons operated experimentally on his legs 
twice a week. There is no indication that he went to Jews’ 
Hospital—later Mount Sinai—and it is difficult to understand 
why he did not take advantage of its resources, unless, of 
course, he did attempt to do so, but was refused admittance 
for one reason or another. For six weeks he lay in the 
hospital, and when he was finally discharged, he returned to 
his former quarters, uncured and depressed. Fortunately he 
soon found a physician who did cure him, and again, for lack 
of something better, he took up his peddler’s pack. The 
scene of his new labors was Carbondale in the coal country, 
and here he went to work in partnership with a New York 
clerk, originally a compatriot from Inowrazlaw, who had a 
capital of fifty dollars. During his nights and spare time, 
Gratz devoted himself to the study of English, for he realized 
the importance of a fluency in the vernacular, and like other 
ambitious men he was resolved to get ahead. 

All these experiences were crowded into a few busy 
months, a half year at the most. In the meantime war broke 
out, and Abraham Lincoln had issued his call for volunteers. 


Young Gratz—Lewis he called himself, no doubt for the 
homonymous Lob or Levi—joined up in Pittston, Luzerne 
County, where many of his fellow Germans were to be 
found. What had he to lose in a ninety-day enlistment? 

Everyone was excited; there was wild enthusiasm, and the 
war would certainly be over in a few months. It could all be 
a very pleasant interlude, and so he enlisted as a volunteer 
in the Fifteenth Pennsylvania Infantry Regiment some time 
in late April or early May, 1861, telling the recruiting officer 
that he was twenty-two years of age. His biography, 
published during his own lifetime in the Goodspeed History 
of Tennessee, indicates he could have been only eighteen 
years of age. 

It is questionable if he really thought seriously about the 
issues at stake; the war was for him probably a relief after 
the weary toil of peddling—an adventure. He was 
determined to make of it an opportunity. Unlike the vast 
majority of his fellow soldiers he now sat down to study the 
language in earnest; in a relatively short time he became a 
noncommissioned officer, a corporal, and then began to 
aspire for the lieutenant’s bars of a commissioned officer. 
Day and night, when the opportunity presented itself, he 
studied English and military tactics; he had no money for 
private instruction. Our information is not adequate to trace 
his career in every detail, but we do know that he was a 
good soldier, stood out in action, if only in a modest sense, 
acquired influential friends, and was finally presented to 
Simon Cameron, then Secretary of War. Cameron, a 
consummate politician, was the Pennsylvania political boss 
and was willing to look kindly upon this attractive, 
ambitious, and brave young German who wanted a 
commission. Upon the expiration of his period of enlistment 
he re-entered the service on October 7, 1861, as first 
lieutenant in Company B of the Ninth Pennsylvania Cavalry, 
the Lochiel Cavalry, which was sent West the following 
month to the Kentucky and Tennessee front. His regimental 


commander was Colonel E. C. Williams; his company 
commander, E. G. Savage. This was not a bad start for a 
young immigrant who was not yet a year in the country. Yet 
let it be remembered that it was not luck that had brought 
him this far; he had accomplished what he had through 
laborious and intensive study and under difficult 
circumstances. He was a young man of character. 

As far as we know he had not written back home to the 
Kurtzigs since his arrival. No immigrant who set out for the 
American land of promise to pick up the gold lying in the 
streets ever cared to admit—certainly not to his relatives— 
that he had been a failure. Some immigrants, we know, 
deliberately lied about their disappointments and wrote 
home describing in detail the good fortune that existed only 
in their imagination. Gratz had preferred thus far to remain 
silent, but now that he had mounted the first rung of the 
ladder to success, he felt like crowing—just a little—to the 
folks at home. He had been promised a captaincy, and he 
set out to earn it; he was proud of what he had 
accomplished. Just a few months back he was a struggling 
peddler barely making both ends meet; when he had 
peddled around Carbondale no one wanted to know him; 
now he was on special duty as a recruiting officer with 
headquarters in Scranton, in the same neighborhood, and 
the best Jewish and Gentile homes were thrown open to 
him. Not many Jews could show a similar record of speedy 
achievement, he wrote. In this he was quite wrong. There 
were a number of German Jewish immigrants who had 
earned rapid promotion or made a brilliant career for 
themselves as speedily as this young man from Posen; a 
notable example was the gallant major of the Twelfth 
Alabama Infantry, Adolph Proskauer. “My dear ones, | beg 
you with all my heart not to be angry because | have gone 
to war,” Gratz wrote home. “And should it be my destiny to 
lose my life, well | will have sacrificed it for a cause to which 
| am attached with all my heart, that is: the liberation of the 


United States.” The Americanization of Louis A. Gratz was 
proceeding apace, yet it would be false to infer that, even 
though this young soldier had already risked his life on the 
field of battle, and even though he was ready at the 
moment to do it over and over again, he had forgotten his 
native land. His heart still lay in Germany with his father and 
his relatives and his dear friends. It is almost asking too 
much to expect a man—even a young man—who has been 
in a country less than a year completely to disavow and 
surrender his past. There is such a thing as indecent haste. 
Gratz wrote home that if he survived the war he intended to 
return to Germany! 


The “following co-religionists were either 
killed or wounded at the battle of Fredericks- 
burg: 

T. J. Heffernam, A, 163 N. Y., ea 

ig oe Herrfakneckt, 7“ hod. 

= i aalas J., hand. 

oses Steinbu ae Penn. braised. 
A. Newman, A AS ; ane 
Lt H. T. Davis, bl “u 
J. Killenback, 4 N. J, E 
8.8. Vanuess, 15 * leg. 
back. 


wW. anay. 

J. Hirsh, 4 = “ 

Jacob Schmidt, 19 Penn., left arm. 
Jos. Osback, 19 wounded. 
W. Jabob, 19 left arm. 
Lieut. Simpson, 19 left le 
Capt Schuh, 19 “wo! 

C. M. Phillips, 16 oe cheek. 
Liew KO Penn., mN 

R Harri», 107 


L. Brauer, wounded. 


A. Valanstein, 105 N. ¥ , 
H Stottler, 136 Penn., kes 
The above are at the hospital of Suot. 
Division, First Army Corps, in chargo of 
„J. "Nordquish. 
Franklin's Left Grand Division. 
Lieut. G. L. Nea B, 104 N. Y., killed 
W. Lewis, B, 104 N E arm. 
J. Mecklea, U4 “dead. 
—Shupfel,D,94 “  ™ 
G. Stancliffe, 26“ a 
All the above were buried on Dec. 14, near 
the hospital across the river, from the battle- 


F. Strausser, 6 Pono., hand. 
J. P. Marke, 16 Maine, thigh. 


C. B. Marka, 16 “ arm 

C. Nanemager, 121 Penn. finger. 

W. Hermeken, 12 leg and arm. 

H. oris, 8 Peno., akh knoe, and 
shoulder. 


J. Hartmann, arm amputated. 


P. Hemninger, 2 Del., wounded. 
G. Simpson, 4 

Joseph Heine, Ko Mass, “yf 
Serg. A. Rice, k 

J. Morrison, TH 

M. Lattman, 20 ” 


The Civil War marked the first large-scale participation of 
Jews in the American military. Some eight thousand to ten 
thousand Jews, mostly recent immigrants, donned uniforms, 
and well over 500 gave their lives in battle. Following the 
Battle of Fredericksburg, December 11-15, 1862, which 
ended disastrously for the Union Army, the Jewish Record of 
New York published a long list of “co-religionists... killed or 
wounded at the battle.” Courtesy of Jonathan D. Sarna and 
Scott-Martin Kosofsky 


On August 4, 1862, Lieutenant Gratz was discharged from 
the Ninth Pennsylvania Cavalry, now fighting in Kentucky, 
and on the 16th of the same month accepted a commission 
as major in the Sixth Regiment Kentucky Cavalry. The Sixth 
was short of officers, and this able young lieutenant was 
jumped to a majority, probably never holding a captain’s 
commission. During the fall and early winter of 1862 he was 
busy with his regiment, scouting and fighting around 
Cumberland Gap and chasing General Morgan, the 
Confederate raider; by December he was already in 
command of the regiment, although only a major. The other 
regimental commanders in the brigade at this time had at 
least the rank of lieutenant-colonel. He was now twenty-two 
or twenty-three years old according to his service records, 
possibly only nineteen. 

The spring of 1863 found the Sixth Kentucky Cavalry and 
Major Gratz in Tennessee protecting the right flank of 
Rosecrans, and on September the 19th and 20th he was in 
the bitter battle of Chickamauga. It was probably during the 
action at Crawfish Springs that he nearly lost his liberty— 
and his life. Through the inept leadership of the Union 
general, the Northern front was opened up and the 
Confederates under Bragg poured in. The Sixth was 
repeatedly flanked, and at times almost if not completely 
surrounded. Gratz had to make the difficult decision of 
surrendering or fighting his way through. He dreaded the 
prospect of rotting away in a Southern detention camp— 
every Union soldier knew of the horrors of Andersonville and 
Libby—and made up his mind that he would rather be shot 
in battle than be taken prisoner: he gave the order to his 
men to break through the encircling forces which heavily 
outnumbered his. It was a desperate dash for safety, and a 
costly one. One hundred and twenty of his men were 
captured, several—surprisingly few—were_ killed; the 
regimental chaplain was shot down at his side; his adjutant, 


ten paces behind him, was captured, and his orderly, three 
paces behind him, was shot dead off his horse. 

The courageous conduct and presence of mind of Gratz at 
Chickamauga may have been one of the factors that 
induced General Samuel Powhatan Carter to place him on 
his personal staff on December 25, 1863. Carter was now 
stationed at Knoxville and in all probability it was at this 
time that Major Gratz learned to know the young lady whom 
he was ultimately to marry. In the summer of 1864 he made 
the march through Georgia with Sherman, and in the 
following spring, in March, he was in North Carolina serving 
as Acting Assistant Inspector General at the headquarters of 
the Second Division of the Twenty-Third Army Corps; in April, 
at Raleigh, he was appointed Acting Assistant Adjutant 
General for the Third Division. Three months later, on July 
14, 1865, he was mustered out of the service at Edgefield, 
Tennessee, near Nashville. 

In December, 1863, when Gratz was appointed to the staff 
of General Carter, he was already a seasoned cavalry officer 
who had seen a lot of service. Judging from a letter written 
to the folks back home a few months later, he was not only 
seasoned, but hardened. With all the bravura of the dashing 
cavalry officer who had earned his spurs on the field of 
battle, he talked toughly of exterminating the rebels. “Our 
army is standing on the soil of the South, our flag is waving 
in every rebel state.” “We would have won this war before 
had it not been for the traitors in our own midst, right in the 
cabinet itself. If the patriotic feelings of the people would be 
appealed to, the war would be soon over. The call for 500, 
000 and the threat to draft the unwilling was a wise move. 
We shall yet wash away the stains of dishonor with our 
heart’s blood.” But even this magniloguent outburst of 
youthful patriotism could not help the young soldier hide 
from himself the distress and the suffering about him. He 
bitterly attacked the people of the South and exulted for a 
moment in their despair—was he trying to hide his own 


sense of guilt as one of the ravaging troops?—but in the 
next moment he wrote contritely: “Il can assure you that | 
am often heartsick thinking of the distress of the people.” In 
his thinking, in his feeling, he was completely at one with 
those with whom he had thrown in his lot. It is “our cabinet,” 
“our army,” “our battles.” His Americanization had taken 
deeper root. There is no talk or postscript of returning 
permanently to Germany after the war. This land was to be 
his home. 

This sentiment of “belonging” was reflected even more 
fully in General Order, No. 34, issued on June 17, 1865, at 
the Headquarters of the Third Division of the Twenty-Third 
Army Corps, at Greensboro, N.C. It was General Carter’s 
valedictory to the men of this division as they were about to 
be mustered out of service, and was countersigned by the 
Acting Assistant Adjutant General, L. A. Gratz. It is safe to 
assume that this adjutant like most adjutants since time 
immemorial wrote General Order, No. 34, for his 
commanding officer, and that it expresses the sentiments 
and words of Major Gratz as much as those of the Major 
General. “Three or more years ago,” the valedictory reads, 
“you left all that was dear to you to respond to the call 
made upon you by the country, to save it from disunion and 
to overthrow a wicked rebellion. ... Nobly you rallied around 
our starry banner and vowed to save it, and by unfurling it 
over every inch of this great country, secure liberty to all 
and for all time to come. Gallantly have you kept your vow. 
Through your exertions and deeds of valor our country 
stands today more glorious than ever, the proudest among 
the proud, and the first among the free.” In every sense of 
the word this immigrant was now an American. 

Ever since Gratz had been detailed to the staff of General 
Carter—the famous sailor on horseback—he had had more 
time for himself. This mature and thoughtful young man 
realized the war would soon be over and knew that he 
would again have to go out and hustle for a living. When he 


was mustered out he was offered a colonelcy in the new 
army, but refused to accept it; he was interested only in 
active service and was beginning to tire of a soldier’s life: he 
had been in for over four years. His English had improved, 
so much so that frequently he was taken for a native 
American. During his leisure moments at staff headquarters 
in 1864 and 1865 he had studied law religiously, on the 
promise of fellow officers, practicing lawyers back home, 
that they would prepare him for the bar examination in the 
shortest possible time. 

The close of the war found him back in Knoxville, his old 
headquarters. There, in 1865, he soon hung out his shingle; 
and on October 18, he married Elizabeth Twigg Bearden, 
whom he described to his family as a beautiful and virtuous 
woman related to one of the oldest and best families in the 
state. Her father, Captain Marcus D. Bearden, was to be 
mayor of Knoxville from 1868 to 1870. Like many of the 
other lawyers of the early post-war period, Gratz had to do a 
lot of circuit traveling. Apparently he had plenty of work 
offered him, although the people were frequently too poor 
to pay; hard cash was scarce, and he had to be content with 
promissory notes which were as good as the harvest that 
was yet to come in. Judging from his letters of this period, 
the struggle was not too onerous, for he was a man of more 
than ordinary capacity and was soon making a modest but 
comfortable living. Years later he found lucrative clients, like 
the Knoxville Water Company, and the Grabfelder interests 
of Louisville. By the fall of 1867 he already owned his own 
home on the outskirts of town, had a large lot with a fine 
garden on it, and the beginnings of a fast-growing family. 
Ultimately Lizzie Bearden was to bear him five children. 

Like other veterans of his day—and a later day!—he went 
into politics. He was twice elected city attorney of Knoxville, 
was the first mayor of North Knoxville after it was 
incorporated in 1889, served for four terms (1889-1892), 
and worked hard to establish adequate public schools in this 


new village. He saw that Knoxville was a growing town and 
anticipated its growth by laying out the Gratz addition to the 
city; Gratz Street still recalls this early enterprise. 

He was also active since the Seventies in the national 
fraternal and benefit society, the Knights of Honor, an 
organization numbering hundreds of lodges and including 
many thousands of members, and in the 1880s became its 
Supreme Dictator. By 1893 he was living in Louisville, where 
he represented this order and served, at the same time, as 
private counsel for Mr. S. Grabfelder, the well-known whisky 
dealer who also had hotel interests in Knoxville. It was while 
on a business mission for Mr. Grab-felder that Gratz died of 
a heart attack on a train going from Louisville to Knoxville, 
on the night of September 19, 1907. At the time of his death 
his first wife had already died, and he was survived by his 
second wife, who also bore him several sons and daughters. 
All told he left twelve children. His widow, the former Miss 
Fiddler, had once been a Mrs. Kempshall. 

The career of Louis A. Gratz, after he was mustered out of 
the service, was not atypical. It was the normal success 
story of the competent American lawyer who worked hard, 
acquired more or less wealth, attained a considerable 
degree of recognition from his colleagues, and left a family 
of sturdy church-going children. As students of American 
Jewry, however, we are not primarily interested in the 
typical career of this American citizen. Louis A. Gratz was 
not only an American, he was also a Jew by ethnos, and 
Originally, at least, by religion. In Inowrazlaw, as a boy in his 
teens, the Jewish part of him was not inconsiderable. In the 
1850s the Jews of this town had little to do with the Poles, 
and the German Gentiles still looked askance at Jews. Years 
before Gratz left town, during the post-Napoleonic period, 
Aunt Emma’s father, a physician, had distinguished himself 
fighting an epidemic of typhus, and the Prussian authorities, 
as a reward, had offered to make him a district physician, 
but only on condition that he become a convert to 


Christianity. Conditions had improved somewhat since then, 
but complete civil and political rights—on paper—were not 
to be granted to Prussian Jewry until the 1860s. During this 
period the majority of the Jews in town still spoke a German 
Yiddish, kept kosher, went frequently, if not daily, to the 
synagogue, and, no doubt, many of them still sported the 
earlocks of the pious religionist. This was the outer form of 
the heritage that Major Gratz brought with him to these 
shores. What happened to it in America? 

In September, 1867, the Major wrote home that since he 
had decided to remain in Tennessee, he was determined to 
become one with the people. This sounds almost like an 
apology to his orthodox Jewish relatives for marrying out of 
the faith. His “Jewishness”—that undefinable but not 
indefinite something—had been gradually slipping away 
from him. As far as we know, the noun and adjective “Jew” 
and “Jewish” do not occur in any of his letters after that of 
November, 1861. He had ample opportunity, had he so 
desired, to maintain close religious contacts with the Jewish 
community in the town of Knoxville in 1865. There were at 
least fifteen families there, and just about that time—it 
might have been a year earlier or a year later—they had 
established a confraternity, the Hebrew Benevolent Society, 
which also conducted religious services. The Knoxville 
Jewish records—woefully inadequate, it is true—offer no 
evidence that he joined the Jewish group. No doubt he had 
to make some sort of decision in his own mind as to whether 
he would affiliate himself actively with the Jewish religious 
group, and apparently the decision was in the negative. 
There is no indication in his obituary, in the Knoxville 
Sentinel for September 20, 1907, that he was even born a 
Jew. All this does not mean that he had no social relations 
with the little Jewish community; he could not have avoided 
meeting some of them every day, and, as a matter of fact, 
one of his friends was the cultured Bavarian Jewish 
immigrant, Squire Julius Ochs. Captain Ochs—he had served 


in the Fifty-Second Ohio Volunteers, a militia regiment—had 
come to town in 1864 and gone into business but had never 
achieved any degree of economic success. One of his boys, 
Adolph, had been compelled to go to work to help the family 
eke out an existence, and at eleven years of age he was 
already getting up every morning at five o’clock to deliver 
newspapers on his route. Louis Gratz, who knew the family 
well, must have seen the boy frequently, but certainly 
hardly dreamed that this little fellow was one day to become 
the owner and builder of The New York Times. Another son 
of the Squire, Milton B. Ochs, was acquainted with the 
Major, but never knew that he was a Jew. 

Captain Ochs was a justice of the peace from 1868 to 
1872, and Gratz must have brought some cases into his 
court during this period. The Squire was also the unpaid 
volunteer rabbi in town, but, aS we suggested above, we 
have no way of knowing if the Major ever came to services 
even to hear his friend preach on the high holidays. We do 
know that Gratz reared his children as Christians. We may 
assume that the Squire and the Major met in the Grand 
Army of the Republic posts where they were both active, 
and when the former died in Chattanooga in 1888, the Major 
went there to serve as one of the pallbearers. 

In the course of time Gratz forgot much of his native 
German, for his wife and children did not speak or 
understand the language, although for a few years he still 
nursed the hope of securing a diplomatic post in Prussia in 
order to be able to see his family once more. This hope was 
never realized; he never returned to the land of his birth. 
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Part V 
The Home Front 


Until recently the home front, the vast civilian terrain 
beyond the battlefield shaped and scarred by the Civil War, 
attracted only limited attention from historians. Over the 
past two decades, scholars have begun to ffill this 
considerable lacuna, drawing on a trove of diaries, memoirs, 
and letters left by women and other noncombatants whose 
lives were nonetheless profoundly affected by the conflict. 
Whereas once attention was focused primarily on formal 
relief efforts—Bertram Korn devoted a chapter to the 
patriotic activities, medical care, charitable organization, 
and other institutional responses spurred by the war— 
interest has now shifted to the psychological and social 
effects of the war on those who remained behind when their 
sons, husbands, brothers, and fathers enlisted in the Union 
and Confederate armies. 

This impact varied considerably. Jewish women living in 
the South were more likely to encounter devastation and 
deprivation directly. By contrast, the war probably provided 
an economic boon to Jewish women involved in the needle 
trades in Northern cities, offering employment for those able 
to sew uniforms and tents for military suppliers. The risks of 
enlistment were more evenly distributed. Battle and disease 
scythed through the ranks on both sides, returning veterans 
home crippled physically and psychologically or not 
returning them at all. We know relatively little of the toll of 


the war on Jewish families and even less about those left 
widowed, orphaned, or caring for the injured. 

Our portrait of Jewish civilian life in the Confederacy is 
more richly hued than for that of their counterparts in the 
North because of the publication of several wartime diaries 
of Southern Jewish women. David Morgan, drawing on one 
such partially published account, offers a portrait of Eugenia 
Levy Phillips, a fiery patriot and provocateur in the cause of 
the South. Born in Charleston in 1820, Phillips was a woman 
of wealth and status whose husband was a successful and 
well-connected lawyer. Morgan chronicles Phillips’s repeated 
run-ins with Union officialdom after the outbreak of war, first 
in Washington, D.C., and later in New Orleans, where the 
family resettled. Shortly after the capture of the city, Phillips 
was confined for three months to Ship Island off the coast of 
Mississippi as punishment for displaying open contempt 
toward the Union army. Although others harbored strong 
feelings, Eugenia Phillips’s act of defiance was atypical. The 
commitment of most Southern women, scholars have 
suggested, oscillated with the hardships and loneliness of 
wartime. 

In contrast to the irrepressible Eugenia Phillips, Dianne 
Ashton offers a detailed study of the quiet defensive 
strategies that several Jewish women, North and South, 
pursued in order to maintain relationships with friends and 
family across political and religious divides. These bonds 
provided an essential source of succor and support during 
the war, particularly with the rise of anti-Jewish sentiments 
in both the Union and Confederacy. While Ashton 
underscores the significance of solidarity between Jewish 
women as a coping mechanism during the war, she also 
analyses the “delicate dance” enacted by these women in 
their public behavior and correspondence in order to 
maintain these fragile bonds. This performance required 
concealing divisive differences—clashing political loyalties 
or religious tensions—and instead emphasizing areas of 


concord and commonality: shared womanhood and 
friendship. In much the same way, Ashton demonstrates 
how women, depending on the circumstances, veiled or 
burnished their Judaism. 

These essays substantially advance our understanding of 
the home front but also reveal the limitations of our 
knowledge of Jewish civilian life during the Civil War. More 
work must be done to broaden our picture beyond the 
South, revealing the toll of a wrenching war on all of 
American Jewry. 
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Eugenia Levy Phillips 


The Civil War Experiences of a Southern Jewish Woman 


David T. Morgan 


War causes dislocation and misery in unpredictable ways— 
oftentimes to the unsuspecting civilian as well as to the 
soldier in the front lines. Women, far from the fields of 
battle, have been known to become involved indirectly and 
to suffer because of their involvement. And so it was during 
the Civil War with Eugenia Levy Phillips, who, probably more 
than any other Southern woman of prominent political 
connections and high social standing, paid a heavy price in 
humiliation and suffering for her abiding loyalty to the 
Confederacy. Here is a bizarre story, the story of a woman 
who seems to have courted trouble by refusing, in the words 
of her husband, to be discreet in expressing her convictions. 

Eugenia Levy Phillips was the daughter of Jacob C. Levy 
and Fanny Yates Levy. She was born in Charleston, South 
Carolina, in 1820. Her father, also a native of Charleston, 
was a well-educated man and a successful merchant. He 
was director of the Union Insurance Company from 1830 to 
1840, a delegate to the Knoxville Railroad Convention in 
1836, and a member of the Charleston Chamber of 
Commerce from 1841 to 1847. Although a thoroughgoing 
Southerner, he was a Union Democrat who opposed 
nullification and secession. In 1848 he moved to Savannah, 


Georgia, where he lived until his death. Eugenia’s mother 
was from Liverpool, England.2 

On 7 September 1836, at age sixteen, Eugenia was 
married in Charleston to Philip Phillips, a lawyer who had 
served in the South Carolina legislature and had stood 
forthrightly and firmly against the doctrine and ordinance of 
nullification in 1833. Following his term in the legislature, he 
had moved in 1835 to Mobile, Alabama, where he 
established a thriving legal practice. Not long after the 
wedding in 1836, Eugenia and her new husband left 
Charleston, heading for Mobile by railway, stagecoach, and 
riverboat.2 


Reprinted with permission from Jews of the South, ed. 
Samuel Proctor and Louis Schmier (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1984), 95-106, copyright © 1984 by 
Mercer University Press. 


For nearly eighteen years Philip and Eugenia Phillips lived 
in Mobile. Their first house was in the western suburbs; their 
second was on the bay. Fire destroyed the house on the bay, 
along with nearly all the family’s possessions. By this time 
Phillips, as attorney for the Bank of Mobile and an 
established lawyer handling 150 to 200 cases a year, 
enjoyed a handsome annual income of $8, 000, and so the 
family recovered quickly from the disaster and continued to 
do well. In 1853, when Eugenia and Philip left Mobile, they 
had seven children and one on the way. Clavius, Fanny, 
Caroline (called Lina), Salvadora, Eugene, John Walker, and 
John Randolph were all born in Mobile between 1838 and 
1850. William Hallett and Philip were born in Washington in 
1853 and 1855, respectively. 


Philip Phillips had been a political activist in South 
Carolina, and so he was in Alabama. His involvement in 
politics led him to the chairmanship of the Alabama 
Democratic party, two terms in the state legislature in 1844 
and 1851, and finally to a term in the United States House 
of Representatives in 1853. One term in Congress at an 
annual salary of less than one-third of what he was 
accustomed to making as a lawyer prompted him to refuse 
to stand for another term. He and his family did, however, 
remain in Washington, where Philip returned to his legal 
practice.4 

From 1855 to 1861 Phillips’s practice before the United 
States Supreme Court “slowly but steadily increased.” 
Among those who obviously had every confidence in Phillips 
as an attorney was Edwin M. Stanton, former attorney 
general of the United States. Besides working together on 
legal matters, Phillips and Stanton were close personal 
friends who often discussed the bitter sectional conflict 
between the North and South. Other influential friends of 
Phillips and his family included Associate Supreme Court 
Justice James M. Wayne and Reverdy Johnson, a prominent 
Maryland congressman.2 Not so friendly with the Phillipses, 
but well known to them, was Secretary of State William H. 
Seward. At one time during their prewar stay in Washington, 
when they lived near the Patent Office, Seward was their 
neighbor. He and Eugenia frequently quarreled over the 
issues that were dividing the North and South.® 


MRS, PHILIP PHILLIPS 
of Washington, D. C. 


A portrait of Eugenia Phillips produced before the war. Used 
with Permission of Documenting the American South, The 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Libraries. 

The firing on Fort Sumter, which dramatically announced 
the beginning of the Civil War, had occurred just four 
months before Federal agents, on 24 August 1861, burst 
into the Phillips’s home on | Street and declared all persons 
in the house under arrest. From top to bottom the house 
was searched, for the agents were convinced they would 
find evidence proving that the Phillipses were Confederate 
spies. Eugenia’s family letters, which no doubt contained 
derogatory remarks about President Abraham Lincoln and 
the government, were in a box in the washstand. She 
managed to whisper to Phebe Dunlap, her “confidential 
maid,” telling her to destroy the box. Eugenia trusted 
Phebe’s “Irish shrewdness,” and she was not disappointed; 
for on the pretext of being very thirsty and needing to leave 


for a drink of water, the maid, with the incriminating 
evidence tucked under her dress, got away from her guard 
long enough to burn the letters.4 

The scene at the Phillips’s home must have been the 
epitome of pandemonium. When Eugenia’s daughter Fanny 
dropped a scrap of paper out of an upstairs window, it was 
picked up by a passing friend. Several of the distressed 
government agents went to great lengths to secure “this 
important document,” as Eugenia sarcastically called it, only 
to find the words, “We are all arrested and treated with 
indignity.” An unidentified woman visitor, who was a Roman 
Catholic, nervously crossed and recrossed herself and 
begged Eugenia to tell the agents that she had never sent 
any letters South and that she visited the Phillips’s home 
only infrequently. The Phillipses were relieved when the 
distraught lady was released an hour or two later. Upon 
collecting all the family’s correspondence that could be 
found, the agents departed, leaving soldiers to occupy the 
house and keep the Phillips family under house arrest.® 

The occupation of the Phillipses’ home lasted a week; but 
soon after the house was searched, Eugenia, two of her 
daughters, Fanny and Lina, and her sister, Martha Levy, 
were moved to the home of Rose Greenhow on 16th Street. 
Mrs. Greenhow was widely believed to be a Confederate spy 
and was also under arrest. Her house became the prison 
“where all the female Rebels could be better cared for,” 
according to Eugenia Phillips. She described their situation 
at the Greenhow house: “So my two daughters, sister, and 
myself were thrust into two dirty, small attic rooms, 
evidently where negroes had lived, with no comforts of any 
kind. The stove (broken) served us for a table and 
washstand, while a punch bowl grew into a washbasin. Two 
filthy straw mattresses kept us warm, and Yankee soldiers 
were placed at our bedroom door to prevent our escape. 
Low men took charge of us, their conduct becoming so rude 


that one of the soldiers, filled with pity, wrote us a note 
while his watch came round, saying he would take a note to 
Mr. Phillips, who had not been arrested but was at home 
with the younger children that night.”2 

While the women were confined, Philip Phillips worked 
hard through Reverdy Johnson, Edwin Stanton, and Judge 
James Wayne to obtain their release. In one of the messages 
Eugenia received from her husband during her 
incarceration, she heard that their old neighbor, Secretary of 
State Seward, whom Eugenia bitterly labeled that “arch 
hypocrite,” was behind the imprisonment. At one point 
during her confinement, Eugenia was incensed to learn the 
newspapers had reported her release and removal to the 
South under a flag of truce.+2 

Finally, on 18 September, after more than three weeks of 
being under arrest, the Phillips women were released, 
largely because of the intervention of Philip Phillips’s 
powerful friends, especially Stanton. Meanwhile, Phillips had 
arranged through Seward for permission to take his family 
from Washington and head southward. He sold everything 
except his law library, entrusting it to a friend, and prepared 
to leave. The departure from Washington was facilitated by 
General Winfield Scott, who permitted Phillips to carry with 
him $5, 000 in gold and furnished the steamboat that took 
the family to Virginia. A ten-day stay in Richmond afforded 
Phillips an opportunity to report his impressions of the 
Northern frame of mind with regard to the war. His report 
that the North was determined to restore the Union at the 
cost of “the last man and the last dollar” was not what 
Southern leaders wished to hear. According to Caroline (or 
Lina) Phillips Myers’s account, written a half century later, 
Eugenia carried a coded message from Rose Greenhow in a 
ball of yarn and delivered it to President Jefferson Davis of 
the Confederacy.44 What the message said remains 
unknown. 


From Richmond the Phillips family went ultimately to New 
Orleans, where Philip opened a law office, only to find that 
“in time of war the laws are silent.” Scarcity of legal 
business, as it turned out, was not his only problem. On 29 
April 1862, Union forces commanded by General Benjamin F. 
Butler captured New Orleans. Given the compulsion of his 
wife and daughters to express their Southern sympathies so 
vocally, Phillips probably knew trouble was not far away 
now. Only two months passed before Eugenia’s defiance 
brought the Phillipses to grief once more. On Saturday, 29 
June 1862, a funeral procession for an officer in the Union 
army—one Lieutenant DeKay—passed beneath the balcony 
of the Phillipses’ home. As it passed, Eugenia, standing on 
the balcony, burst into laughter and cheers. The next 
morning a soldier appeared at the Phillipses’ home and 
informed Eugenia that he was under orders to take her to 
General Butler. A wave of apprehension swept over the 
family; but convinced that there must be some mistake, 
Eugenia, accompanied by her husband, went with the 
soldier to the customhouse where “the autocrat,” as she 
caustically called Butler, presided. She noted that Butler 
“styled himself Christ’s viceregent.” When Philip Phillips was 
told that he could not go with his wife into Butler’s chamber, 
Eugenia sat down and defiantly announced that only by 
dragging her would they get her in there alone. She won her 
point, as Butler relented and permitted Philip to accompany 
his wife.+2 

The confrontation with Butler was brief, for Eugenia’s 
presence apparently made him seethe with anger. As she 
approached him, he screamed that she had been observed 
“laughing and mocking at a Federal officer,” referring to her 
behavior on the balcony the day before. When the general 
continued his verbal abuse, Philip interrupted him and said 
he would tolerate only the language of a gentleman in the 
presence of his wife. At this Butler, “trembling with rage,” 


ordered Phillips from the room, but he refused to go. Butler 
then slowly wrote out Special Order No. 150, which 
sentenced Eugenia Phillips to Ship Island, Mississippi, an 
island in the Gulf of Mexico, until further notice. Eugenia 
believed that Butler took his time so that she would throw 
herself on his mercy, but her “holy indignation” led her to 
stand, with arms folded, and look on with “silent 
contempt.”23 

Special Order No. 150 was highly explicit. It noted that 
Eugenia Phillips had already been imprisoned in Washington 
for “traitorous proclivities and acts.” She was accused of 
training her children to spit on United States officers, and it 
was noted that one of them had done so. She and her 
husband had apologized, and had been forgiven, but now 
She had laughed and mocked during the funeral procession 
of Lieutenant DeKay, contemptuously giving as her 
explanation that she was in “good spirits” that day. 
Henceforth, she was to be regarded “as a uncommon, bad 
and dangerous woman stirring up strife and inciting to riot,” 
and would be confined to Ship Island “till further orders.” 
Only one female servant would be allowed to accompany 
her. She was to live in a house assigned to hospital purposes 
and have a soldier’s ration, which she would have to cook 
herself. No written or verbal communications were to be 
allowed with her except through General Butler’s office.44 

When Butler was finished, Eugenia Phillips was taken to an 
adjoining room and locked up for the night, while Philip 
Phillip made his way home to a “heartbroken family.” On the 
second day of her imprisonment, she was told that a 
steamboat would take her to Ship Island the next day. Her 
family packed her things, and her maid Phebe made 
preparations to accompany her. Eugenia’s husband and 
sons went with them to the boat, as “old venerable men and 
others” removed their hats and stood in silence as Eugenia 
passed by.42 


The boat ride lasted thirty-six hours, during which time 
Eugenia and Phebe were subjected to “whisky drinking, 
ribald talk unfit for a female ear.” Upon arriving at the 
island, Eugenia was informed that her quarters were not 
ready and that she would have to spend another day on the 
boat. Already in a “nervous state,” she announced that 
another day on the boat would drive her crazy or kill her. An 
officer, called Lieutenant Blodgett in Eugenia’s diary and 
Captain Blodgett in her memoirs years later, had pity on 
her, and had her and Phebe rowed ashore in a boat. In her 
memoirs, written after the war, Eugenia described her island 
prison: “Ship Island is a sand bar, formed from the workings 
of the water all around. Not a tree or blade of grass shades 
the eye or person from the fearful heat. Neither man nor 
beast ... found the island inhabitable. Having walked about 
one-fourth of a mile, Capt. B. suddenly stopped, saying he 
wished to prepare me for my home. In a path before me 
stood a box, or small room, fixed upright on a hill of sand.”4 

What Eugenia Phillips called a box or small room was 
actually a railroad boxcar. There can be little doubt that she 
and her maid spent a miserable summer on Ship Island, but 
in spite of the discomfort they suffered from the heat and 
the insects, they tried to make the best of a grim situation. 
Eugenia’s diary and the letters she wrote to her family 
reveal that her spirit remained defiant and her tongue 
sarcastic. She spoke sneeringly of General Neal Dow, 
commander of the forces on Ship Island, calling him a “Black 
Republican.” And when another female prisoner, named 
Mrs. LaRue, was released on 4 August Eugenia asked her to 
tell General Butler when she reached New Orleans that Mrs. 
Phillips was still in “good spirits.” According to Eugenia’s 
later memoirs, Butler dispatched someone once a week to 
inquire about her health, hoping she would beg and plead to 
be released, but she never did. She urged Philip to ask no 


favors, for she preferred rotting on Ship Island to asking 
Butler for anything. 

With regard to Eugenia’s living conditions on Ship Island, 
General Butler’s directions were not carried out. As noted, 
her first shelter was a railroad boxcar, not a hospital house, 
and when she was moved from the car, her new quarters 
turned out to be the former post office. Eugenia described it 
as looking much like a Southern barn that kept out neither 
wind nor rain. Mosquitoes and flies were so bad she 
reported that the mosquitoes established an early “curfew.” 
She blessed the man who had invented the mosquito net.12 

According to Butler’s Special Order, Eugenia and Phebe 
were to cook their own food, a soldier’s ration, but this did 
not work out in practice either. She recorded that at one 
point the cook took pity on them and attempted to make 
some bread they could eat; the bread they normally 
received was too hard to be eaten and could not be 
softened enough to make it edible. They thought, according 
to Eugenia, of trying to engage the services of a pile driver 
or of using steam to see if it could “penetrate the 
indomitable loaf.” Besides hard bread, they had tongue one 
morning for breakfast and sardines the next; for dinner they 
had the same. The cook, whom Eugenia jokingly called “our 
chef de cuisine,” would enter and announce, “Thar’s you 
brikfast the best | could do.” About the only comfort the 
women could take in their meals was that they were served 
in a pan that, from a distance, looked like silver. Therefore, 
they could imagine that the food was going to be of high 
quality.42 

In addition to poor housing and almost inedible food, 
Eugenia found the inhabitants of Ship Island and their 
behavior quite distressing. She recorded in her diary that 
the island was the abode of “negroes, soldiers, contractors, 
sutlers, piddlars, black republicans, sailors, and Officers.” 
Their manner of dress, especially officers walking about in 


their undershirts, offended her, and she complained that the 
air was “musical with curses and other elegancies of 
language.” She was also bothered by the familiarity that 
existed between whites and blacks on the island, plus the 
constant arrival of runaway blacks whose coming brought a 
“jubilee of prayers, holy groans, and loud singing.” Because 
she was a former slaveowner and a thoroughly Southern 
woman, this kind of behavior “aroused her indignation.”22 

To add to her misery, Eugenia at one point became ill 
during her confinement on Ship Island. Sometime between 9 
and 20 August, she was so sick for a week that she could 
not lift her head without fainting. She experienced severe 
pain in her eyes and back, but the army doctor treated her 
“very skillfully,” and Phebe never left her bedside. The 
illness no doubt broke her spirit a little, for she wrote Philip 
that she was no longer going to conceal from him all that 
She suffered. She became a little frightened in early 
September when a soldier died and the doctor reported that 
yellow fever might have been the cause. After Eugenia’s 
illness and the yellow fever scare, Phebe’s health broke 
down, and what Eugenia called her “chronic disease” began 
to worsen. Eugenia requested that Philip send someone else 
to her so that Phebe could go home.24 

During those difficult, hot summer days Eugenia kept up 
her morale by reading such material as the Deserted Village 
and the Vicar of Wakefield, which she said she had read for 
the hundredth time. She also studied French to help pass 
the time. From her family she received loving letters and 
“creature comforts,” which meant much to her. She was no 
doubt encouraged also by words of praise, such as those 
written to her by Amanda Levy, apparently a relative who 
lived in New Orleans. Amanda wrote, “Future historians will 
vie with each other for the honor of writing your biography.” 
She also reported to Eugenia that pilgrimages two or three 
times a week to the Phillipses’ home had become “quite the 


rage.” Sympathy for her in New Orleans was “wide spread 
and real.”22 

While Eugenia was on Ship Island several false reports 
circulated, each claiming that she had been released, but it 
was not until three months had passed that she was finally 
permitted to leave her island prison. The exact date of her 
release and who was responsible for it are not known with 
certainty, although the evidence indicates that Reverdy 
Johnson had arranged it at the end of September. On 2 
October she gave an account of her property to the provost 
marshal in New Orleans and admitted to being “an ENEMY of 
the United States.” Sometime after making this declaration 
she appeared unexpectedly at the Phillipses’ home. 
Immediately there ensued a great emotional scene during 
which family members laughed and wept. Eugenia had kept 
control of her nerves as long as she could, and then the 
family’s emotional outburst caused her to break down. She 
later described what happened: “My brain appeared on fire. 
My nerves lost all control, and | fell fainting and paralyzed 
on the floor. My screams were heard over the neighborhood. 
| lost all consciousness, and physicians were summoned. | 
was pronounced in a very critical condition, and to be kept 
perfectly quiet, else the consequences would be fatal.”22 

Since Philip Phillips and his wife had refused to take an 
oath of allegiance to the United States, it was hardly 
possible for the family to remain in New Orleans. 
Consequently, Philip secured a passport through the Federal 
lines from General George F. Shepley, and at the end of 
October 1862, the Phillips family and other refugees left 
New Orleans by boat. After soending some time in Mobile, 
Alabama, and Marietta, Georgia, Philip Phillips and his family 
settled down in LaGrange, Georgia, where they remained 
until after the war was over. There Eugenia Phillips took 
delight in “nursing the wounded and dying, alleviating in 


every way the desolation and misery which civil war surely 
brings.” 

By 1867 Philip Phillips was back in Washington, again 
practicing law. So successfully did he plead cases before the 
United States Supreme Court that he was eulogized in 
laudatory terms by important men upon his death in 1884. 
Eugenia, never forgetting what she went through in 1861 
and 1862 because of her beliefs, lived to be eighty-one. She 
died in 1902.24 

Surely many women suffered because of the Civil War. But 
Eugenia Phillips’s experience is somewhat unique in that 
she was numbered among the very few women who were 
designated as “uncommon, bad, and dangerous.” Actually 
she was, as her husband said, indiscreet but not dangerous. 
She refused to conceal her beliefs, and proudly proclaimed 
them in a belligerent manner. Looking back on her 
experience, one might not be able to endorse the cause that 
she so pugnaciously supported; but one can admire her 
courage and sympathize with her for suffering punishment 
that appears now to have been drastic and uncalled-for. She 
was twice a victim of overreaction by the Federal 
authorities. That she annoyed her enemies cannot be 
questioned; that she was dangerous to them is doubtful. 
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Shifting Veils 


Religion, Politics, and Womanhood in the Civil War 
Writings of American Jewish Women 


Dianne Ashton 


“If | do not keep the friends | have, | shall indeed be 
bereaved,” wrote Emma Mordecai, a refugee from 
Richmond, Virginia, in May 1864. That belief guided 
Mordecai’s adjustment to life in her sister-in-law’s home in 
the Confederate countryside, where she had gone to escape 
the dangers and privations besieging Richmond as the 
armies of Lee and Grant fought fewer than ten miles away.2 
Although Mordecai faced greater danger than most 
American Jewish women, many of whom lived in the North, 
she was not alone in relying heavily on friendships for the 
duration of the war. 

Jewish women of that era were thoroughly immersed in 
American culture. Prior to Eastern European immigration 
late in the nineteenth century, American Jews did not live in 
ethnic neighborhoods. Indeed, because so many Jews were 
Small peddlers, they were sometimes forced by economic 
pressure to move to small towns where they could provide a 
town’s sole general store. Even in large cities, Jewish 
neighborhoods of the kind that developed in industrial cities 
in the early twentieth century, neighborhoods that provided 
an all-encompassing Jewish subculture, did not exist. Prior to 


1880, Jewish women in American towns and cities obtained 
schooling with Gentile peers, served a Gentile public in 
family stores, and socialized, at least occasionally, with non- 
Jewish friends, male and female. Many of these women 
joined charity organizations serving both Jews and non-Jews, 
and others wrote poetry and short stories for both Jewish 
and non-Jewish presses. Thus, when Antisemitism increased 
Sharply during the Civil War, on both sides of the Mason- 
Dixon line,2 American Jewish women were personally 
challenged to navigate the cultural storm. 
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Civil War anti-Jewish sentiment can be traced to two 
trends. First, Americans both North and South used Christian 
religious rhetoric to justify their causes. Northern 
abolitionists argued that their Christian faith could not allow 
them to remain silent while slavery thrived, and Union 
soldiers marched to the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” The 
Union’s military forces did not allow Jewish chaplains until 
1862, after a protest by Jewish soldiers. First in the North 
and later in the South, the belief that America played a 
pivotal role in bringing the second coming of Christ reached 
an apogee just before and during the Civil War.4 Southern 
Antisemitism was fueled in part by a more fundamentalist 
style reading of the New Testament than was common in 
most Northern churches.2 The Confederacy went so far as to 
define itself as a Christian nation in its constitution. 
Southern clergy mounted frequent revivals among the 


troops, both to obtain God’s favor and to enable soldiers to 
fight without fear of death. Historian Harry Stout explained 
that the Confederacy declared many fast days, a practice 
previously more common in the North, to bind the civilian 
populace to the war effort, to seek God’s favor, and to 
enable civilians and troops alike to display their patriotism 
and piety—then defined as the same thing.® 

In part because of the Confederacy’s cultural traditions, 
and in part because it recognized that it lacked both the 
manpower and heavy artillery of the North, it relied heavily 
on winning God’s favor for its chance of victory. A century 
later one writer described the Jesus of the South as a 
“constant presence ... perched on the shoulder of every 
believer.”4 That faith had penetrated the South by 1850, as 
Methodist and Baptist forms of Christianity, buttressed by 
cross-denominational revivals, replaced the earlier 
dominance of the more staid, patrician style of Episcopal 
Christianity.2 Southern women especially depended on piety 
to effect victory because their cultural traditions expected 
women to be pious and because they, even more than their 
menfolk, lacked the military and political means of winning 
the war.2 Those Confederates who did not help the South to 
win God's favor—by lack of reverence for Christ—were, by 
this logic, suspected of aiding the enemy. 

At the same time, Victorian America as a whole moved 
away from traditional forms of piety and sought meaning in 
secular as well as religious pursuits. Historian Anne Rose 
has argued that this trend was evident among leading 
Americans in all regions of the country over the course of 
the century. Americans’ experience of the Civil War, she 
insists, needs to be understood as an expression of the 
general cultural trends of the nineteenth century. The 
Victorian era’s more individualized efforts to obtain a sense 
of personal meaning helped to shape America’s experience 
of the war as well as to memorialize the war during the 


1880s and 1890s.22Practical wartime factors contributed to 
this individualization of religion. The South lost much of its 
clergy and many houses of worship as men were drawn into 
the military and communal buildings were burned or 
converted into hospitals. Thus, the resolution of religious 
conundrums was often left to individual effort and ingenuity. 
The second reason for Antisemitism linked prejudice and 
economics. One historian argues that Southern Antisemitism 
was fueled by a widespread dislike of foreigners and the 
suspicion of merchants common in an agrarian society.+4 Yet 
the South as a whole cannot be said to have been anti- 
Jewish. As the economy of the South worsened and as the 
North sought to control espionage and contraband, the 
Shylock stereotype surfaced in both the North and the 
South. General U. S. Grant ordered all Jews removed from an 
area in western Tennessee in frustration over cotton trading 
across enemy lines. However, Grant’s attitude was not 
universal. He took action despite his own father’s appeal to 
him for special trading permission for a group of Jewish 
merchants. Democrats in Congress issued a resolution 
against the decree, and Lincoln rescinded it.42 Public opinion 
in western Tennessee so favored the Jews there that “the 
order was completely ignored in certain communities.”24 
Both before the war and after it, Southern Jews held both 
elective and appointive political offices.42 Prior to the war, 
Judah P. Benjamin was the first self-proclaimed Jew elected 
to the U.S. Senate (representing Louisiana), and he served 
as attorney general, secretary of state, and secretary of war 
to the Confederacy.+& The Southern states varied in religious 
tolerance: although Louisiana elected Benjamin to national 
office and South Carolina elected and appointed Jews to 
various offices,+ North Carolina maintained religious oaths 
that effectively banned Jews from public office until 1868. 
Denunciations of Jews became more commonplace during 
the Civil War and Reconstruction.22 Southerners explained 


their defeat as God's chastisement for widespread 
sinfulness.22 Across the South, both small merchants and 
public figures like Benjamin were blamed for the region’s 
economic woes and its military defeat.22 Newspapers and 
magazines in Richmond, Virginia, for example, sometimes 
referred to Jews as “Yankees among us” and depicted them 
as Shylocks.22 Although Richmond’s major industries were 
not in Jewish hands, Jews were among those blamed for the 
South’s economic ills as the war dragged on.22 Historian 
Anne Rose concludes that “public demonstrations of piety 
and the use of Christian concepts became more pronounced 
in the course of the war,” in both North and South.22 

For Jewish women of this period, Antisemitism could not 
be said to have been universal and open but rather sporadic 
and threatening. To navigate that social and political 
turbulence, to maintain established ties, or to forge new 
alliances, Jewish women displayed either their patriotism, 
their religious piety, or their common understanding that 
good women are supposed to maintain family and social 
ties. Their personal perception of their own needs and of the 
degree of danger they faced determined their highly 
individualized shaping of their community during the Civil 
War. After determining whom they loved and needed and 
whom they could trust, they displayed those aspect of their 
own identities that would in turn enable them to present 
themselves as trustworthy. Through this delicate dance, 
they survived the war. For some Jewish women, the Civil War 
made additional critical demands on their religious 
practices, such as obtaining kosher meat and candles and 
finding suitable public worship. Consequently, they were 
forced to forge new alliances and to refashion their 
standards of meaningful association. In their diaries and 
letters these women reshaped religious identity, gender 
expressions, political loyalties, and personal relationships. 


A decade ago, women’s historians noted that by the early 
decades of the nineteenth century, women carried most of 
the responsibility for maintaining social relationships among 
kin. Moreover, this duty helped to define women’s lives.24 
While this was less the case among Jewish extended 
families whose men were linked by business, synagogue, 
fraternal, or charitable activities, once those activities were 
broken, by war, women maintained family ties. To the extent 
that women accepted this role in both peacetime and 
wartime, they approached it with seriousness and sought 
ways to surmount challenges to its successful 
accomplishment. In many families, these ties linked both 
Jews and non-Jews, Yankees and Southerners. 

Most of the women discussed in this essay also 
maintained family ties with Christians. These familial 
commitments provided a tradition of avoiding potential 
conflict while searching for commonalities to create social 
harmony. Emma Mordecai, Phoebe Yates Levy Pember, 
Rebecca Gratz, and Miriam Moses Cohen all sustained family 
and friendship relationships with Christians. During the Civil 
War these women learned to attend more carefully to the 
subtleties of these and similar problematic relationships.22 
By veiling differences, Jewish women were able to suppress 
potential dangers to social and familial relationships. At the 
same time, they could display their common identities as 
women, family members, or Jews. By adapting themselves 
to various measures of in-group memberships, women thus 
fashioned new meanings for the concepts of friendship, 
family, and community. During that war, when the 
determination of friend or foe was the degree to which an 
individual displayed shared values and commitments and 
when religion was made to serve political causes, Jewish 
identity could be a liability or an asset. 

Jewish women used letters and diaries to express their 
own perceptions of their experiences to themselves and to 


others in ways that reshaped and strengthened communal 
ties during the crisis years of the Civil War. In that process, 
religion and politics were like shifting veils, lifted and 
lowered as the writers needed, reconstructing ideas and 
beliefs so as to find their place within their new 
communities. In so doing, these writers strengthened their 
communal bonds. 

Emma Mordecai was born in 1812, in Warrenton, North 
Carolina, a younger child among twelve siblings. Her family 
maintained the Jewish Sabbath and dietary laws despite 
being the only Jewish family in town. Her father, Jacob 
Mordecai, was known both locally and nationally as one of 
the country’s leading Hebraists, an acknowledged authority 
on Jewish law and lore. In Warrenton, a small town near the 
Virginia border, he directed, with the assistance of his wife 
and three older children, the highly successful Warrenton 
Female Academy, from 1809 until 1818.2© His children 
continued the family’s reputation for erudition, discipline, 
and scholarship. By the 1840s, Emma Mordecai, then living 
in Richmond, Virginia, held a responsible position in her 
congregation’s Sunday school, published at least one article 
on Judaism, and attended synagogue regularly. 

As an unmarried woman, Emma Mordecai undoubtedly 
was more accustomed to depending on female extended 
family and friends than were women whose husbands had 
gone to war and for whom this behavior was new.28 
Nonetheless, when she left Richmond for the home of her 
sister-in-law, Rosina Young Mordecai, in rural Rosewood in 
1864, Mordecai was anxious about adjusting to life on 
Rosina’s farm. Although determined to subjugate her own 
preferences and desires to the household and communal 
responsibilities she took on in trade for food and shelter, 
Mordecai brought with her a blank diary. Diaries are often 
written to aid their authors in overcoming a crisis or in 
adjusting to change.22 Mordecai’s diary provides a secure 


place in which to review her new experiences and to shape 
her responses to them, thus providing her with an emblem 
of her identity. When she finally settled in at Rosewood, “in 
spite of some experience and all resolutions to the contrary 
[Mordecai] concluded to commence” keeping the diary. 
Subduing her fears of imminent catastrophe by focusing on 
the act of writing, Mordecai used her diary to help her enter 
the small local community at Rosewood and to reshape for 
herself the meanings of personal, familial, and communal 
experience.22 

Mordecai’s diary, written during 1864, vividly captures 
those pressures shaping her adjustment to life under new 
circumstances. In a diary, potentially the most private and 
freest expression of personal experience, we might hope to 
uncover resistance to communal ideals or perhaps opinions 
unusual for that time and place. Instead, Mordecai struggled 
to bind herself ever more tightly to her new community and 
to its standards of behavior and opinion. Her diary became a 
means both to express her fears and to overcome them, to 
command her behavior and through self-control and 
creativity, to shape it into acceptable and approved forms. 

Especially in the nineteenth century, Jews throughout the 
United States borrowed and adopted the attitudes common 
to the regions in which they lived.24 Mordecai shifted the 
priorities in her life in order to survive the difficulties of the 
Civil War. Friendship has been called a social trust and in 
this sense forms the basis for community.22 One sociologist 
argues that community ought to be understood as symbols 
bounded by the shared ideas distinguishing “outsiders” and 
“insiders.” Their members share common values, and 
because they do, they turn to each other in times of need. 
When changes occur either in the content of shared ideas or 
the social contexts determining who shares those ideas, 
communities are re-shaped.22 The letters and diaries written 
by Jewish women during the Civil War illustrate and explain 


the ways women strove either to remain within, to enter, or 
to transform communities torn by the war. Southern women 
relied on each other in new ways and made changes in their 
personal understanding of the meaning of womanhood that 
were born of necessity. Southern Jewish women’s lives 
reflected these larger patterns. War underlined the 
differences in gender responsibilities; yet, as the war went 
on and as daily personal survival became more difficult, 
women relied more and more on themselves and on each 
other to cope with life without men. In that process, 
Southern traditions of male protection, aid, and supervision 
were altered.34 

As Mordecai begins her diary, she describes her emotions 
on leaving Richmond. She hopes she will be a “blessing and 
not a torment or inconvenience” to her host and sister-in- 
law Rosina, acutely aware that her safety and comfort 
depend upon her ability to keep Rosina happy.22 This 
situation framed all her experience while at Rosewood and 
no doubt exacerbated Mordecai’s need to control both her 
behavior and her fears. Rosina is, in Mordecai’s phrase, “a 
good economist,” a middle-aged woman who maintained 
hogs, horses, cows, chickens, three “servants,” as Mordecai 
called them, and a vegetable garden, while caring for her 
teenage daughter.2® All in all, Rosina’s house was a fine 
place to be during the latter days of the Civil War, when 
food became scarce in the South. 

Although Rosina and Emma might already be considered 
members of the same community—female Southerners and 
Virginians related by marriage—Rosina was a Christian, and 
Emma Mordecai was a Jew. Religious differences often mark 
an important boundary between communities. But these 
women constructed, under pressure of war, a new 
relationship in which womanhood outweighed all other 
determinants of community. Although some of Mordecai’s 
siblings married non-Jews, as had her brother Augustus, 


Rosina’s deceased husband, and although two of her sisters 
actually converted to Christianity, Emma Mordecai remained 
a Jew. She taught in her synagogue’s Sunday school and 
wrote at least one book about Judaism for children.24 Having 
previously worked to clarify and strengthen the distinction 
between Jews and Christians, she now believed she must 
find a way to accommodate her own religious life within her 
Christian sister-in-law’s household. 

In Richmond, Mordecai participated in Jewish communal 
celebrations. Indeed, she arrived at Rosina’s home after 
spending Passover with a Jewish family. Once settled in at 
Rosewood, however, religion became for Mordecai an almost 
completely private matter. While at Rose’s (as Mordecai 
called her sister-in-law), on Shabbat, Mordecai “read the 
service” in her room from her prayer book.2® Occasionally, 
she visited Jewish family and friends in town for larger 
celebrations and rare synagogue attendance.22She made no 
secret of her religion, but neither did she display it before 
Rosina. Although in acknowledging one holiday, Mordecai 
wrote in her diary, “Blind and foolish are those children of 
Israel who persuade themselves that the laws given to them 
by the Unchanging One for them and their descendants to 
observe forever are not binding on them,” nowhere does 
she mention maintaining Judaism’s laws herself apart from 
the most rudimentary forms of worship.42 Dietary laws, for 
example, would have marked a boundary between Mordecai 
and her Christian host, indicating that in some way they 
belonged to different communities. Yet Mordecai’s account 
of her stay includes descriptions of dozens of shared meals 
and common preparations, with no reference to the Jewish 
dietary laws. In the 1840s, Mordecai had defended Judaism 
in the national periodical the Occident and American Jewish 
Advocate, and her father observed Jewish laws, but we do 
not know if Mordecai herself kept dietary laws in her own 
home.#! However, despite her daily fears for her own safety 


that prompted her to prayer and despite copying into her 
diary the injunction against disobedience to God’s laws, 
Mordecai apparently never increased her own level of 
observance while living in Rosina’s home. It seems likely 
that she was unsure that she could afford to display marked 
religious difference while living in a Christian home. Rather, 
Mordecai accommodated herself to the responsibilities and 
rhythms of Rosina’s household. She spent much of her time 
in mending and sewing clothes, doing domestic chores, and 
serving cold milk, biscuits, and fruit to the hungry 
Confederate soldiers who appeared on their porch or in their 
yard almost daily. 

Most days, Mordecai took food from Rosewood to the 
wounded soldiers she tended in Seabrook Hospital, the 
General Winder Hospital, and St. Frances de Sales 
Hospital.44 Her diary includes several sentences describing 
each hospital visit she made. In the rhetoric of Confederate 
patriotism she recorded her horror at the suffering of “pure, 
highminded” and “noble, uncomplaining, all enduring 
heroes.”43 She was also alarmed by the hospitals’ shortages 
of staff and food. Yet when Rosina became ill, Mordecai 
barely mentioned any effort to care for her friend. Why the 
difference in the descriptions? It may be, as she admitted in 
one entry, that the hospital scenes appalled her, and her 
strong emotion prompted her to write. By writing about 
hospital conditions, she convinced herself of the importance 
of her labor there and persuaded herself to return. Tending 
Rosina at home, on the other hand, may have seemed so 
ordinary a part of woman’s life it was unworthy of note. 
Mordecai wrote only curt sentences noting that Rosina was 
ill and spending much or most of several days lying on the 
couch or in bed.44 Mordecai also may have resented 
Rosina’s illness, which left more household responsibilities 
on her own shoulders. Patriotic fervor also seems to have 
influenced Mordecai. By 1864 the South had begun to 


romanticize its failed world, in part by idealizing the heroism 
of those who fought and suffered for their “lost cause.” 
Mordecai’s hospital scenes share that rhetoric. 

Patriotic feelings, however, revealed another difference 
between the two women. By May 14, only six weeks after 
Mordecai arrived at Rosewood, the women had their first 
disagreement. When a mutual friend nearer the scene of the 
day’s battle wrote assuring them that General Lee had won, 
Rosina doubted the report. Mordecai argued with her host 
over its credibility, angering Rosina by telling her that she 
“hugged worry with the closest affection.” The two women 
did not speak until the next day, after Mordecai “used every 
means with [her]self to get into a right frame of mind,” 
including confiding the incident to her diary. She apologized 
to Rosina the next morning, commenting, “If | do not keep 
the friends | have, | shall indeed be bereaved.” The following 
day, a Sunday, Mordecai went to church with Rose and 
agreed that the preacher had made some “excellent 
remarks.”“2 As Mordecai moved beyond veiling her Judaism 
to actively listening to and attending Christian worship, an 
important boundary between the two women, their religious 
difference, was temporarily erased in order to strengthen 
their household community and friendship. Until their 
political rift healed, Mordecai concluded that other areas of 
potential conflict, such as their religious differences, must 
be hidden. 

On July 4, 1864, Mordecai avoided facing the imminent 
danger to her regional community, the South, by focusing 
on familial and local relationships. That day, as she 
expected to hear celebrations from the “Yankee gunboats” 
nearby, Mordecai encountered more Confederate 
“refugees,” “exiles” from embattled Maryland and 
Petersburg, Virginia. She worried about how stragglers 
would be cared for, and while she fretted about civilians, 
she did not mention soldiers, despite the fact that she had 


spent most of the previous two months tending soldiers 
both in hospitals and at Rose’s front door. She assured 
herself that “Yankee ... guns can be destroyed if 
[Confederates] choose to do it,” immediately dropping the 
Subject of the Confederate suffering around her. Instead, 
she refocused on domestic scenes, and in the very next 
sentence, Mordecai described how her niece and nephew, 
enjoying a horseback ride, “looked very pretty and pleasant 
as they rode off under the trees.”4© In this passage, 
Mordecai deliberately avoided the issue of the impending 
destruction of the Confederacy by shifting her attention to 
her immediate familial community. Her diary describes 
countless visits to friends, relatives, and soldiers, visits by 
which she knitted her own life into the local community rent 
by the war. In this entry, the uncertainty and ambiguity of 
the war are replaced by the clarity and reassurance of 
happy familial events. In so doing she constructed an image 
of an intact community with which to suppress her fears of a 
broken Confederacy and subsequent threats to family 
members. 

Thirty-one years after the war, Mordecai returned to the 
diary, filled in passages lost to paper-eating insects, and 
passed along this memorial of her life to younger 
relations.44 By then a romantic image of the Old South had 
taken shape in popular American culture, a myth built in no 
Small part by the published memoirs of Confederate 
generals and politicians.48Perhaps Mordecai embellished her 
accounts of hospital scenes at this later time when war 
memoirs were popular. Mordecai may have felt encouraged 
to return to her own Civil War diary by the memoir of 
Phoebe Yates Levy Pember, whose popular 1879 volume 
was based on the diary she kept while working as a head 
matron at Richmond’s Chimborazo Hospital,42 then the 
largest hospital in the world.22 Pember, like Mordecai, veiled 
religious differences in order to construct her communal 


bonds and to bolster the friendships on which her own 
security depended. 

Pheobe Yates Levy was born in Charleston, South Carolina, 
in 1823. Her father, Charlestonian Jacob Levy, met and 
married British-born Fanny Yates while visiting Liverpool, 
England, as a young man. After the young couple settled in 
Charleston, Fanny was reputed to have been the leader of 
“the best Jewish society.” The Levys relocated to Savannah, 
Georgia, after the birth of their children. In the smaller town 
of Savannah, Jews and Christians mingled more freely than 
in Charleston, and this may have appealed to the couple.24 
Phoebe married a Gentile, Bostonian Thomas Pember, but 
was widowed in 1861 when he died of tuberculosis. She 
then returned to her family, which had moved on to 
Marietta, Georgia, but after only two months there began 
seeking a way to support herself elsewhere. According to 
her memoirs, she was uncomfortable living again in her 
parents’ home. Like Mordecai, Pember was forced to seek 
some new way to survive during the Civil War. She arranged 
for a matron position at Chimborazo Hospital near Richmond 
through a friend, the wife of George W. Randolph, then the 
Confederacy’s secretary of war. In December 1862, Pember 
began at Chimborazo by cleaning an unused kitchen and 
preparing a huge vat of chicken soup for the patients.22 

Pember was the first woman to hold a matron’s position at 
Chimborazo.22 According to historians, the work of women— 
like Pember, Clara Barton, and the countless female nursing 
volunteers like Mordecai—consistently outshone that of 
male nurses during the Civil War. A Kentucky committee 
investigating hospital conditions discovered that patients 
under the care of male nurses suffered a mortality rate 
double that of patients tended by female nurses.=4 Indeed, 
women’s Civil War nursing, on both sides, assured that the 
nursing profession would remain a largely female field after 
the war. Some historians credit female nurses with helping 


advance women’s suffrage by improving the image of 
women in the public mind.22 The first modern nursing school 
opened in the United States only five years before Pember’s 
diary appeared, and her book no doubt added to a growing 
effort among philanthropic women as well as nurses to 
advance professional education and public support for 
trained female nurses.2© At the time that Pember began her 
work at Chimborazo in 1862, female nursing institutions in 
the United States were, in almost every case, linked to 
Christian religious orders or denominations. Florence 
Nightingale’s well-known successes in transforming military 
nursing in Europe, only a few years before the American 
Civil War, came after her own training and labors in Catholic 
institutions.24 


While nursing the wounded in the Confederate stronghold of 
Richmond during the Civil War, Phoebe Yates Levy Pember 
veiled her Judaism except when she could present it in a 


manner emphasizing her loyalty to the South and its cause. 
Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American 
Jewish Archives. 

Although we do not know if Pember actually practiced 
Judaism, she made no secret of her heritage. In a letter to 
her sister, Louisianan Eugenia Levy Phillips, Pember 
remarked on the hypocrisy of Christian women who deemed 
forgiveness the hallmark of their religion yet relished 
revenge against Yankees, to the point, in the case of one 
woman, of hoping to use a Yankee’s skull for a jewel box. At 
one moment, Pember so merged her Jewish identity to her 
Southern patriotism that she claimed relief that she, unlike 
her Christian friends, was “born of a nation that did not 
enjoin forgiveness on its enemies.” She archly suggested 
that “until the war was over [every Southerner] should ... 
join the Jewish church ... and leave forgiveness alone.”=2 
Pember may well have been comforting her sister, who had 
been banished to Ship Island by Union general Benjamin 
Butler for three months to prevent her further inciting a riot 
against the Union occupiers. Eugenia was so outspoken in 
defending the South that some Union officials considered 
her a threat to the Northern war effort.22By sharing with her 
sister the common Christian view that Judaism did not 
enjoin forgiveness on its members, Pember turned an idea 
used by Christians to condemn Judaism into a measure of 
their own patriotism to the South. 

Christmas 1864 found Pember at work. In a letter to a 
friend, the wife of Major General Gilmer, Pember described 
her efforts to provide a celebration for Christian patients in 
her hospital as well as to join in celebratory dinners at the 
homes of Christian friends and supervisors. In that letter, 
Pember began by emphasizing difficulties she faced as a 
woman, eliciting her friend’s sympathy while avoiding the 
fact that, since she was not a Christian, she could not 
possibly celebrate this holiday as a Christian would. Yet that 


unstated fact grounds her day’s experience. Others might 
ask why Pember hadn’t gone to church. Because, she could 
reply, she was too busy working hard to make that day 
joyous for Christians. 

Pember, like Mordecai, was reluctant to display her own 
Jewish identity before the Christians on whom she 
depended, unless she could present her Jewishness in a 
manner that underlined her loyalty to a shared Southern 
community. In her letter to Mrs. Gilmer, therefore, Pember 
needed some delicacy in describing her own working 
Christmas day. She began with a complaint that Christmas 
seemed like a week’s worth of work. At a tedious dinner 
party at an officer’s home on Christmas eve, a loud woman 
embarrassingly remarked on Pember’s unmarried state and 
urged a match with another guest. The next morning at 
Chimborazo, Pember provided eggnog and cake for the 
whole division at 8:00 a.m., turkey and oysters for the 
inmates of the hospital at 2:00 p.m., and at 5:00 p.m. dressed 
for a “great dinner” at the home of a colonel. Telling her 
friend, “it seemed to me | lived a week during the twenty 
four hours which constituted Christmas,” Pember assured 
her Christian friend that she respected her holiday 
sufficiently to participate in the celebrations that forged 
Christian communal identity, regardless of the effort 
involved.£22 At the same time, by describing distinctly 
women’s labors and predicaments, she enhanced her link to 
Mrs. Gilmer on the grounds of shared womanhood. Thus, 
just as Mordecai did with Rosina, Pember veiled religious 
differences between herself and her friend in order to 
strengthen female commonality. Pember’s actions no doubt 
also strengthened her position as matron by assuring 
military families and the directors of the hospital that she 
understood and would carry out the cultural and religious 
celebrations that they believed maintained Southern 
communal life. 


For Mordecai, Pember, and other American women, 
navigating the turbulence of many Civil War relationships 
rested on an ability to command their language and 
subsequently to reshape and reconstruct communal ties. 
Although only sixteen years old at that time, Clara Solomon, 
of New Orleans, had already learned the important role 
language played in maintaining her own security. “There is 
no power like that of words,” she wrote in 1862.©! Indeed, 
Solomon so regarded her diary as an intimate friend that 
she named it Philemon and hoped it would serve her as a 
“comforting angel.”£2 Solomon was one of six sisters; her 
parents were natives of South Carolina but had lived for 
some time in New Orleans by the outbreak of the war. Her 
father, a merchant, was forty-six when war broke out in 
1861. Too old to serve as a soldier, he supplied the 
Confederate forces with clothing and other materials. At a 
local synagogue, Clara’s older sister, Alice, a schoolteacher, 
rarely missed a Sabbath service. Clara herself enrolled at 
the local normal school. Although she never attended class 
on Saturdays, she seldom attended synagogue. 
Nonetheless, she relied on faith to help her cope with the 
casualties of war. On June 7, 1861, she concluded writing in 
her diary her complaints about war by insisting that “Divine 
Providence ... doeth all things well.” The Solomon family, 
like nearly all Jewish families in the antebellum South, was 
largely integrated into the surrounding Gentile population. 

Many marriages between Jews and Gentiles took place in 
Solomon's circle and in her own family.°4 New Orleans may 
have seen less Antisemitism than any other important city 
in the country during the antebellum period.& Nonetheless, 
by age sixteen, when she wrote her diary, Clara Solomon 
had learned to withstand insults in silence, as her family 
seems to have done, at least during the war. When a Gentile 
friend lamented that a young man whom she liked was a 
Jew, Clara confided to her diary that she regretted having to 


listen to her.££ Silent about Antisemitism in public, teenaged 
Clara Solomon wrote extensively about her feelings only in 
her diary. Struck by the plight of a deaf-mute man who 
communicated via a slate and chalk, young Solomon 
considered his life a tragic one largely because he could not 
hear the laughter and condolences of friends.£4 “Necessity 
and war is the mother of invention,” Solomon wisely wrote 
in 1862.98 

Mordecai, Pember, and Solomon do not offer unique 
instances of Jewish women who balanced shifting 
commitments in order to survive the war. The letters of 
other Jewish women living during the Civil War reveal their 
conscious efforts to reshape and strengthen personal, 
familial, or communal relationships by either displaying or 
veiling religious or communal commitments. Antebellum 
Jews lived in all parts of the country by 1848 and did not 
take a united stand on the issue of slavery. Rather, their 
political views tended to reflect those of their region.®2 Yet, 
in contrast to those Jewish women who chose to veil 
religious differences when in the company of Christian 
women in order to secure social ties, for some Jews, 
religious ties became the means for maintaining 
relationships with Jews in other regions despite political 
differences. By deliberately avoiding explosive issues and 
concentrating on shared concerns, Jewish women 
maintained ties to families and friends in other regions. 
Mordecai and Pember had veiled religion in order to weaken 
or erase its potential to create a boundary between 
themselves and the women friends on whom they depended 
during the Civil War. Even young Clara Solomon learned by 
her teen years to control or modulate the display of her 
Jewish identity. By contrast, elderly Rebecca Gratz, a 
Philadelphia Unionist and devout Jew, relied on religious ties 
to secure her relationship with loved ones in the border 
state of Kentucky as well as in the Confederate South. In 


letters to her family, Gratz either veiled political 
disagreements that might divide her family, as they had 
divided other Americans, or displayed them in a way that 
supported and strengthened religious and familial ties.22 

Born in 1781, Gratz was a middle child in a family of ten 
children. Her father, uncle, and brothers formed a family of 
merchants who had engaged in coastal shipping, land 
speculating, and dry goods trading for almost one hundred 
years, from the mid-eighteenth century through the Civil 
War. Gratz herself grew up in post-Revolutionary 
Philadelphia, and throughout her long life she remained 
convinced that the ideals of the American Revolution 
signaled a new era of freedom in human history. Gratz, like 
her older sister, and three brothers, remained single. During 
her life she helped to establish and lead five different 
benevolent organizations: the Female Association for the 
Relief of Women and Children in Reduced Circumstances 
(1801), the Philadelphia Orphan Asylum (1815), the Female 
Hebrew Benevolent Society (1819), the Hebrew Sunday 
School (1838), and the Jewish Foster Home (1855). When 
Gratz’s younger sister, Rachel Gratz Moses, died in 1823, 
She brought Rachel’s six children into her home until their 
father found a home nearby, and she continued to act as 
their mother. One of those children, Miriam Moses, married 
Southerner Solomon Cohen in 1836 and settled first in 
Charleston, South Carolina, and later in Savannah, 
Georgia.“ 

As early as the 1840s, when Solomon Cohen began 
speaking to audiences about the virtues of slavery, Gratz 
and her niece, Miriam Moses Cohen, began veiling their 
political differences and emphasizing their religious 
commonalities. Like Gratz, Miriam cared deeply about 
Judaism. In each letter the two women usually commented 
on some religious matter. For Miriam, discussions about 
religion provided a continuing bond with her aunt, and 


Miriam rarely disagreed with Gratz or raised issues that 
might cause friction. Miriam’s husband, attorney Solomon 
Cohen, was an ardent and outspoken secessionist who 
owned several slaves and believed that Black slavery 
civilized both Whites and Blacks, an idea widespread in the 
South.2 Rather than debate about slavery, the women 
talked of religion. When Jewish religious reformer Max 
Lilienthal wrote inspiring works about Jewish ideas, both 
women wrote admiringly about his work, despite Gratz’s 
strident opposition to the movement for religious reform 
then popular among some American Jews. Miriam, like 
Gratz, worried about the thinness of Jewish resources in 
America—her own congregation lacked “a good hazan” 
(reader). And like her aunt, Miriam noted all work authored 
by Jewish women and thought a piece Emma Mordecai 
published in the Philadelphia-based Occident and American 
Jewish Advocate “quite well written.” Miriam’s letters 
carefully maintained the bond between herself and her aunt 
across a distance that increasingly carried differences in 
cultural and political allegiances. 

Like Mordecai, Pember, and Solomon, Gratz believed that 
harmonious relationships rested on well-controlled 
language. Reflecting her own high regard for self-discipline, 
Gratz disliked unbridled sentimentality in life and in 
literature. She believed that both domestic and world peace 
could be achieved only when individuals exercised rational 
self-control. In 1845 she complained to her new sister-in-law, 
Ann, the young wife of her brother Benjamin, then living in 
Lexington, Kentucky, that “female moralists sometimes laud 
candor as the ... test of friendship—and care not how deeply 
they lacerate the feelings—and poison the peace of 
families.” It was a warning to Ann, a Christian raised in the 
South, to avoid conflict for the sake of family harmony. In 
keeping the Gratz family sentimentally united while 
dispersed geographically, the Gratz women wrote of 


domesticity, religion, or gossip. Southerners in the family 
commented on the beauties of gardens and nature; 
Northerners, on the inspiration of literature. These themes 
constituted part of what has been called a “female world of 
love and ritual.”2 

In May 1844, near the holiday of Shevuot (Feast of 
Weeks), Gratz’s sister, Richea Gratz Hays, visited her 
daughter Rosa Marx in Richmond, Virginia. Rosa was 
working on a horticultural exhibit at Falls Plantation, when 
“Emma Mordecai ... walked over, ... starting the festival with 
us. | was invited to spend the holy days with Rebecca Myers 
and attend synagogue but | declined,” Richea told her sister 
Rebecca. The women close to Gratz often discussed what 
she would think of the sermons and religious debates they 
heard. “Dear Rosa bought Mr. Salomon’s and Mr. Leeser’s 
sermons for the festival and read them to me. We thought of 
and talked of you and all our loved ones,” Richea wrote to 
Gratz. 

Richea Gratz Hays assured her sister that the younger 
generation of Jewish women in the South in their circle 
cared about Judaism. Rosa Hays Marx, Richea’s daughter, 
wrote her own note to Gratz underneath her mother’s text, 
assuring her aunt that she and her Jewish women friends 
had declined to attend a party because “it was the 
commencement of our holy days.” Rosa also conveyed best 
wishes from Emma Mordecai, whose brother Alfred had 
married Richea’s daughter Sara, and told Gratz that both 
young women hoped to see her in Richmond one day.2® 
Assurances about Emma Mordecai’s dedication to Judaism 
pleased and surprised Gratz. Gratz had been appalled when 
Emma’s older sisters converted to Christianity. Gossiping 
about their conversion to her niece, Miriam Moses Cohen, 
Gratz insisted that their behavior would injure their 
characters as well as scandalize their father’s memory. As 
those around her knew, Gratz believed that “we every day 


see the necessity of paying more attention to religious 
duties if we would not lose the dignity and honor of [Jewish] 
national character.” Her own life experience convinced 
Gratz that only when Jews honored their religion were they 
treated respectfully, and only by practicing their religion 
could they cultivate the self-discipline required for success 
in life. 

Like her correspondence with Miriam, Gratz’s mail from 
her Lexington, Kentucky, family limited itself to topics that 
would cause little friction. Although the Lexington Gratzes 
were staunch Unionists, Gratz’s sister-in-law Ann was a 
Christian, and the two women confined their letters to 
uncontroversial topics. Both women discussed the details of 
domestic life and the beauties of nature. At Gratz’s urging, 
Ann took up Shakespeare “with renewed spirit” and found it 
“elevating and refining, ... thereby approximating us to our 
divine origin, perhaps as much as many of our clerical 
lecturers.” This was the sister-in-law Gratz hoped for, one 
who could appreciate the spiritual benefits of reading 
Shakespeare. Through Shakespeare, popular in all classes of 
antebellum society, Gratz and Ann displayed their common 
identity as Americans. Moreover, by articulating his moral 
significance, Gratz and Ann echoed the central argument 
that, according to historian Lawrence A. Levine, “overcame 
general prejudice against theater.”22More important for 
Gratz and Ann, Shakespeare provided them a secular source 
of shared spiritual and moral values and offered them 
common reference points for American culture. Encouraged, 
Gratz rewarded Ann by arranging to have four dresses, linen 
boots, thread, stockings, and a bonnet made for her sister- 
in-law.22 Enmeshed in the details of each other's lives, 
Gratz’s relationships with her Lexington family survived the 
political tensions otherwise dividing families across the 
nation. 


The following winter, when Gratz’s niece, Sarah Moses, 
visited her sister, Miriam Moses Cohen, in Savannah, Sarah 
could not help linking religion to the national unrest. From 
her sister’s damp house she wrote of her concern for the 
nation’s future. Like some other antebellum Americans, 
Sarah worried first about what God would think of the way 
the country had conducted its political life, in compromises 
between slave and free states, in untenable rulings about 
new territories, in allowing Indian treaties to be broken and 
innocents slaughtered, and in embarking on a war with 
Mexico to gain its land.22 “Nations as a rule are punished for 
their sins and if we should now be involved in warfare—l 
Should look upon it as the result of the unhallowed system 
of politics that has been indulged in for the last few years,” 
Sarah wrote to Gratz.®! Sarah’s political sympathies echoed 
those of her aunt. Twelve years before Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin attacked slavery’s devastation of 
Black domesticity, Gratz described her sympathy for Native 
Americans in language that revealed her concern for their 
domestic tragedies. She empathized with their “private 
sufferings” at the hands of Whites and admitted to “horror 
and shame” for attacks on Indian villages and families and 
to a “fear and dread” of “Indians” who “have so many 
wrongs to avenge.”84 Sentimental literature of the time 
condemned politics ruled solely by economics, and, in the 
North, political critiques increasingly voiced concern for 
violence to households and domestic life. Neither Gratz nor 
Stowe was alone in such views.22 

Although Sarah Moses and Rebecca Gratz linked their 
anxieties for the political future of the nation to distress 
about domestic tranquility among families, a theme that 
grew increasingly powerful in the North in the years leading 
up to Civil War, Gratz’s niece Miriam, Sarah’s older sister, 
now a Southerner, seldom discussed politics with her 
Northern aunt. Instead, Miriam described religious and 


familial activities and the natural beauty of the South. 
“March is mellow sunshine, yellow jasmine in bloom. You 
scarcely meet anyone in the street without a sprig of it, 
even the horses are decorated with its bright flowers and 
the houses are perfumed with it.” She repeated her love and 
concern for Gratz. Miriam talked about her father, Solomon 
Moses, whom she hoped would visit her for Passover, and 
about hosting a family celebration for Purim.24 Miriam wrote 
only about family, religion, and nature, avoiding politics 
when corresponding with Gratz. 

Few people could ever meet Gratz without learning about 
her religious beliefs, partly because she devoted so much 
time to religious activities. Even Congressman Frank Blair, 
Gratz’s distant kin through her former Christian sister-in-law, 
Maria Gist Gratz, could not separate his impression of 
Rebecca from her dedication to her religion, honoring her, in 
1842, as “Queen of the Jews.”83 Far from avoiding the topic 
of religion with those who did not share her beliefs, Gratz’s 
faith was so much a part of her identity that it was 
impossible to be her friend without addressing religious 
issues. 8© 

When Sarah Moses visited her sister, Miriam Cohen, in 
1846, her letters to Gratz describing Jewish life in Savannah 
revealed that regional differences between North and South 
were beginning to affect the way American Jews understood 
their religious orientations. Sarah Moses saw regional and 
political loyalties threatening to split American Judaism, just 
as they did some Protestant denominations. Sarah told her 
aunt that, in the South, religious debates about tradition and 
Reform were recast in the language of the deepening 
national conflict. One Friday evening, Philadelphia Jewish 
leader Isaac Leeser visited the Cohen home, where “he had 
a long discussion ... with the Levys—reform vs. anti-reform.” 
Sarah wrote to her aunt: “The Southern Jews say that the 
Northern Jews will not believe that they can have any 


religion because they do not adhere to all the forms 
prescribed by the rabbis while the Southern Jews insist that 
the Northern and Conforming Jews lose all spirituality in 
blind adherence to what their fathers did before them.” 

Sarah, like Leeser and Gratz, opposed Reform but felt 
herself inadequate to the debate that evening. Knowing 
Gratz’s eloquent defense of Jewish tradition, she remarked, 
“| wished for your aid.” Sarah’s frustrations were evident in 
her letter. “The discussion ended as it must do—by either 
party’s remaining unconvinced,” she concluded.24 The 
discussion held little chance for resolution, embedded as it 
was in other, perhaps even more emotionally laden, political 
controversies. 

But as if to erase the potential for family enmity her 
account described, Sarah immediately shifted her topic to 
depict domestic Judaism thriving despite controversy in the 
Cohen home. She assured Gratz that although interested in 
Reform, Miriam and her husband remained faithful Jews at 
home. “We kept Friday evening just as we do it at home, ... 
[and] | read my prayers quietly the next evening and 
thought of you.” To quell any fears she might have raised in 
her aunt, Sarah then praised Miriam’s womanly virtues. She 
admired Miriam’s self-discipline and composure. The more 
expressive and honest Sarah, soon to marry and move to 
Montreal, worried that she might never see her sister again. 
“How can | gain her well controlled nature?” she asked 
Gratz, “living in the present ‘Heart within—God overhead’— 
with neither regrets for the past or fears for the future?” 
Sarah thought such self-control impossible for her to attain 
herself.88 

Gratz herself used a similar device when writing younger 
brother Benjamin, living in Lexington, Kentucky, about her 
June 1860 visit to niece Miriam in Savannah. Benjamin 
Gratz, who, like his sister, opposed both slavery and 
secession, lost his son Cary, defending the Union at the 


Battle of Wilson’s Creek. Gratz sought to minimize the 
potential for hostility between her brother and their niece, 
Miriam, by writing about Miriam’s female world—domesticity 
and marriage. She wrote to Benjamin that “dear Miriam 
looks in full health and is the picture of contentment—no 
one can be happier in the domestic sense or more grateful 
to the Almighty giver of all good than she is—truly Mr. 
Cohen repays her tenderness and our great regard.”82 By 
displaying Miriam’s womanliness and her own faith, Gratz 
veiled the political conflicts that separated her brother 
Benjamin from Miriam. Thus she hoped to erase potential 
family conflict. 

There seems no question that Miriam’s political views 
would have estranged her from her family. A grim 1861 
letter employed Confederate political rhetoric and 
envisioned history’s epitaph to the United States: “Here lies 
a people who in seeking the liberty of the negro, lost their 
own.”22Echoing phrases common to Confederate speeches, 
Miriam wrote passionately to her aunt, outraged by the 
indictment of the Southern way of life frequently found in 
the pages of newspapers, magazines, and fiction published 
in the North. Quoting a phrase from Southern political 
speeches, Miriam believed the attack on Southern culture 
proved that “sickly sentimentality,” as secessionists called 
the abolition movement, had enveloped “every class of 
[Northern] society.” Moreover, she believed the cultural war 
against the South part of a concerted effort to “incite the 
poor [and] uproot the foundations of the Southern social 
system.” She explained to her aunt that although 
Southerners found the North’s “system of white labor, with 
all its oppression and wrongs ... abhorrent,” Southerners 
refrained from writing books and delivering sermons aimed 
at destroying the North’s economic structure. For Miriam, 
that restraint on the part of Southerners proved their moral 
superiority to Northerners.2! But after this outburst in 1861, 


Miriam wrote only of domesticity, religion, and nature when 
writing to Rebecca. Miriam’s husband, Solomon Cohen, was 
a secessionist, but he, too, usually veiled politics and 
displayed religion when corresponding with Gratz. Solomon 
Cohen also sent Gratz clippings from newspapers about 
events in Savannah that swept the Cohens along in the 
country’s turmoil. Miriam and Solomon Cohen fit so well into 
the White population of their own town that, after her death, 
one obituary called Miriam “a beautiful example of Christian 
character.”22 

Despite her own Unionist convictions and her outspoken 
temperament, the eighty-year-old Gratz kept silent on 
politics when writing to Miriam. Instead she separated the 
public war from the privacy of the family. Focusing on 
emotions, Gratz wrote that her “heart was sick with every 
days account of wrongs and outrages” but that with 
Miriam’s letters before her, she could “look into [Miriam’s] 
own loving heart.” Indeed, Gratz insisted that her “one great 
consolation” was that between herself and Miriam “there 
was no war in [their] own hearts.”22 

But there was no hiding the fact that family members 
were preparing to battle on opposing sides. In July 1861, a 
few months after the war began, Gratz’s nephew, Charles E. 
Etting, a cadet at West Point, wrote to her about his life 
there, filled with drills, rifle practice, and guard duty.24 Gratz 
urged Benjamin, whose political views matched her own, to 
stay at home in Kentucky rather than visit her in 
Philadelphia, because travel was too dangerous and 
because “every man should be at the place where his 
influence for the good may be needed.” Happy that 
Philadelphia was “decidedly Unionist,” Gratz hoped that 
Kentucky was free “of secessionist principles or dangers and 
that our beloved Union may survive.”22 

War left Gratz in a state of “constant agitation,” she 
explained to Benjamin’s wife, Ann. She detested the way 


the war tore apart families and friends. “Every day,” she 
complained, she heard an “account of wrongs and outrages 
perpetrated by kindred on each other—of familiar friends 
becoming bitter foes.” The Non-Intercourse Law, passed in 
1861, which limited communication between North and 
South, interfered with her correspondence with Miriam. 
Gratz asked individuals with special travel passes to convey 
letters for her. But travel across the Mason-Dixon Line was 
Sharply curtailed, and six months sometimes passed 
between letters from her niece. Gratz told Ann that she 
didn’t think it was fair for the law “to exist between” them: 
“| had a rare treat of a letter from Miriam Cohen through a 
private opportunity. ... [It is] sad when the natural flow of 
familiar intercourse is to be either stolen or only accidentally 
enjoyed.” She lamented not just for her own family but for 
“our late happy country.” Gratz’s own opinions echoed 
Lincoln’s speeches.2® It seemed to her that America’s 
promise of a new era of peace and freedom might come to 
an end. 

When Benjamin’s son was killed in battle, Gratz wrote to 
Cary’s stepmother, Ann, that the “outrages perpetrated by 
kindred on each other ... [are] too appalling to be 
realized.”24 Gratz comforted Benjamin with the hope that he 
would be reunited with his son in another world. Benjamin’s 
daughter Miriam also supported the Union. “My dear 
patriotic niece,” Gratz wrote later, “my heart goes with you 
in all our triumphs.”28 But even Union victories failed to 
make Gratz happy. “I have so many dear [ones] scattered 
over the land,” she explained. To Ann, she detailed her 
dilemma, as she watched those she loved and who loved 
one another arm themselves against each other. No doubt 
thinking of Miriam Moses Cohen, who as a child was 
Supported by the Gratz brothers and who now stood with 
the Confederates in Georgia, Gratz detailed her emotional 
turmoil. “I have been reading some loving letters from some 


so near to me in blood and affections whose arms are 
perhaps now raised against those hearts at which they have 
fed.” By the end of 1861, Gratz had “no faith in politicians” 
and thought only “Divine Providence” could convince 
national leaders that it was wrong to be “shedding Brothers 
blood in this unholy war.”22 The following year she quit 
discussing politics with Confederate sympathizers, after 
Benjamin had admitted to her that he behaved similarly.222 
Niece Miriam, fearing that Gratz would die while the Civil 
War still thwarted her communication with her aunt, in 1864 
managed to have a birthday letter stamped “Flag of 
Truce, "204 

In 1865, when the Union had survived, Gratz began 
receiving reassuring letters from her family. Ann wrote that 
in Kentucky life was returning to normal and those who had 
fled were returning from Canada and elsewhere. With 
smooth delivery of the mails restored, Sarah Gratz Moses, 
now married to Henry Joseph, wrote weekly from Montreal, 
assuring Gratz that “your love, my darling aunt, is the 
treasure of my life—it warmed my orphan heart when God 
saw fit to remove my mother—and it has burnt steadily on 
without changes or diminution—and each year of my life | 
feel its influence.”222 Through the crucible of Civil War 
correspondence, Sarah had learned that by displaying piety 
and affection and veiling politics, she could remain within 
the Gratz family community despite geographic separation 
and new political loyalties. These Jewish women’s personal 
writings, both diaries and letters, enabled them to survive 
the social traumas of the Civil War with communal lives 
intact. 

For Emma Mordecai, a woman in her fifties, her diary 
helped to overcome potential family conflicts raised by 
differences in religious and political ideas. For young Clara 
Solomon, too, the act of writing in her diary provided a 
means to express ideas and emotions that might otherwise 


endanger her position in a community in which Antisemitism 
was not uncommon. Both Solomon and Mordecai used their 
diaries to veil more public displays of their Jewish identities 
by providing a private arena in which they could express 
their ideas and feelings about their religion. Like Phoebe 
Yates Levy Pember and Miriam Moses Cohen, Solomon and 
Mordecai worked hard at making a place for themselves 
within their local communities in the South. Each of these 
women accomplished her goal in large part by veiling her 
religious difference from the Christians who played powerful 
roles in their worlds. Ultimately, the strategy of veiling 
helped Jewish women to remain within those communities 
that enabled them to survive during wartime despite an 
increase in anti-Jewish feeling. 

For Philadelphian Rebecca Gratz, an elderly woman at the 
time of the Civil War but a dominating figure in her family, 
letters became the primary vehicle for keeping her 
scattered family united. By writing and asking about 
religious ideas, loyalties, disciplines, and activities, Gratz 
avoided mentioning the political conflicts that otherwise 
separated her from loved ones. When writing to her 
Christian sister-in-law in Kentucky, Gratz linked her 
expressions of piety to literary sources and modulated the 
expression of her own Unionist sympathies until they 
matched those common in Kentucky and so established a 
firm relationship with her new sister-in-law. Her strategy 
worked—the family relationships survived. Gratz certainly 
would have agreed with Clara Solomon’s judgment on the 
power of words. Although Jews did not speak with a single 
voice,223 the writings examined here suggest that individual 
Jewish women strove to reshape their local communities and 
their family ties through writing and language. The women 
had learned that through written texts they could both veil 
their differences from those whom they loved or needed 
while displaying their commonalities. Soon after the war, 


Jews, like many other Americans, either relocated to new 
regions or returned to communities and families that had 
been split by the war.224 The sensitivity to social language 
that Mordecai, Pember, Solomon, Gratz, Moses, and Cohen 
evidenced in their writing helped them to survive the war 
and to provide entry to new communities and relationships 
that emerged at its end.2& 
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Part VI 
Jews as a Class 


Historians used to trace the roots of American Antisemitism 
to the post-Civil War era, usually to 1877, when the banker 
Joseph Seligman was excluded from the Grand Union Hotel 
in Saratoga Springs on account of his religion. Earlier slurs, 
scholars believed, were sporadic, insignificant, and without 
serious malicious intent. 

Bertram W. Korn’s American Jewry and the Civil War 
challenged this view, dealing extensively with what he 
characterized as “Judaeophobia” during the Civil War era. 
Northerners and Confederates alike, he showed, used Jews 
aS a convenient scapegoat for the social and economic ills 
of the day, which the war exacerbated. Korn’s revised 
edition argued that Civil War era Antisemitism “was far 
greater in articulation, repetition, frequency, and in action 
too, than had ever before been directed against Jews in 
America.” 

Today, historians understand that Antisemitism in the 
United States dates as far back as American Jewry itself; no 
era was completely free of its scourge. The spike in 
Antisemitism during the Civil War reflected the tensions and 
frustrations of those perilous years. Prejudice, which found 
its primary outlet in persecutions of Catholics and African 
Americans during the dark years of the war, was likewise 
directed at Jews. 

Gary L. Bunker and John J. Appel trace Civil War-era 
prejudice against Jews in popular culture, specifically the 


graphic images found in some of the leading magazines of 
the day. Cartoons, they show, regularly caricatured all 
traders and smugglers as “sharp-nosed” Jews, although, of 
course, most of them were not Jewish at all. Magazines 
likewise blamed Jews for the range of “shoddy” goods— 
Substandard uniforms, weapons, foodstuffs, and the like— 
that corrupt wartime contractors supplied to the military. 
The implication, echoing a perennial antisemitic trope, was 
that Jews preferred to profit from the war rather than fight in 
it. Ethnocentrism, popular stereotypes, and Jewish visibility 
combined to shape the perception “that Jews as a class 
represented a threat to the outcome of war” (this volume, 
328). 

Two notorious episodes of wartime prejudice against Jews 
left a legacy of lasting significance. Notably, in both cases, 
Jews fought back and triumphed. The first, recounted here 
by Bertram W. Korn, was the battle to amend the military 
chaplaincy law, passed in 1861, that stipulated that a 
regimental chaplain be a “regular ordained minister of some 
Christian denomination.” Protestant chaplains and, to the 
extent that they could, Catholic ones, made the most of 
their opportunity to influence the troops in the field. At their 
best, chaplains tended to soldiers’ spiritual needs, helped 
them to overcome personal and family problems, and 
modeled virtuous and courageous behavior under fire. 
Jewish chaplains, by contrast, were officially barred from the 
ranks, putting Jewish soldiers at a great disadvantage and, 
in effect, rendering the Jewish faith illegitimate in the 
military. Two elected Jewish chaplains were rejected on 
account of the discriminatory law, setting off a national 
debate concerning the religious rights of non-Christians. 
Congress, encouraged by Abraham Lincoln, amended the 
law in 1862; Korn calls it “the first major victory of a 
specifically Jewish nature won by American Jewry in a 
matter touching the Federal government” (this volume, 
342). 


The second episode, now known as “the most sweeping” 
anti-Jewish official act in all of American history, was an 
order dated December 17, 1862, by General Ulysses S. 
Grant expelling “Jews as a class” from the entire territory 
under his command, including parts of Tennessee, 
Mississippi, Kentucky, and Illinois. The broader context for 
this order is provided here by John Simon, longtime editor of 
the Ulysses S. Grant Papers. He shows that Grant blamed 
Jews for the smuggling and cotton speculation that was rife 
throughout the area he oversaw. He concludes that Grant’s 
rage was specifically ignited by the discovery that Jesse 
Grant, his own father, was engaged in cotton speculation, 
working with a Jewish firm. Since his relationship with his 
father was tension fraught and complicated, General Grant 
“displaced his anger,” according to Simon (this volume, 
358). Instead of lashing out at his father, he went after his 
father’s Jewish partners and at “Jews as a class.” 

Steven Ash focuses on the impact of Grant’s order on the 
Jews of Paducah, Kentucky. In Paducah, unlike many other 
places where Jews lived or worked, Grant’s expulsion order 
was zealously enforced. “The Jews in Paducah,” Ash shows, 
“became the focus for all the hatred and mistrust that the 
war had created and unleashed in the city.” Expulsion was 
“the tragic culmination of longstanding attitudes” (this 
volume, 372). 

Jews, for their part, lost no time in protesting Grant’s 
order. Not only did they send letters and telegrams to the 
White House, but one of those expelled, Cesar Kaskel of 
Paducah, rushed to Washington and met personally with 
President Lincoln. Lincoln, it turned out, knew nothing of 
Grant’s order, but instantly countermanded it. “I do not like 
to hear a class or nationality condemned on account of a 
few sinners,” he told Jewish leaders a few days later. 

Paradoxically, these antisemitic episodes ultimately 
affirmed and entrenched the Jewish claim to equality in the 
United States. Other manifestations of wartime 


Antisemitism did not end so rapidly, or so positively; they 
continued throughout the war’s duration, and in some cases 
beyond. As for Grant’s order, after a few weeks of 
recriminations and a failed move by congressional 
opponents to censure Grant, the whole issue was forgotten. 
It was recalled, with a vengeance, when Grant ran for 
president in 1868. 


12 
“Shoddy” Antisemitism and the Civil War 


Gary L. Bunker and John J. Appel 


At the outset of the Civil War, the fruit of Antisemitism was 
ripe for harvesting.4 Ethnocentric beliefs expressed a 
preference for white, native-born Protestants. Because 
immigration between 1850 and 1860 had swelled the Jewish 
population,2 and the tenets of Judaism did not match the 
popular standard of religious acceptability, Jews were 
automatically indicted on two of the three counts: the vast 
majority of Jews were not native-born; and, except for the 
anomaly of isolated conversions, few passed the litmus test 
of religious legitimacy.2 Although historian John Higham 
identified General U. S. Grant’s December 1862 expulsion of 
Jews from his jurisdiction “as the principal nativistic incident 
of the war years,” the element of nativism in the cartoon 
medium had emerged as early as the summer of 1861.4 Of 
course, nativism and religious difference continued to wield 
a vital force in the appraisal of Jews for the duration of the 
war and beyond. 

Ethnocentrism was not the only national blemish. 
Pejorative economic and political stereotypes such as 
“avaricious,” “exploitative,” and “politically subversive”— 
the heritage of ages of prejudice—were commonplace in the 
American lexicon of Antisemitism. Such beliefs added 
potency to an already virile ethnocentrism; the resultant 
effect markedly increased the probability of some form of 
intolerance. Because sensitivity to any assessment of 
perceived political subversion reaches its zenith in wartime, 


the circulation and availability of such beliefs was not a 
good omen for the image of Jews. 

While ethnocentrism and stereotyping may be necessary 
elements in rationalizing ethnic beliefs, feelings, and 
behavior, neither alone nor together do they constitute a 
sufficient condition for prejudice. For an ethnic group to 
become a significant target of derision or discrimination, 
that group must also be visible. The confluence of adverse 
living conditions in Europe, and the hope of expanded 
freedoms in the new world, spawned the demographic 
conditions essential for sharpened Jewish visibility. The 
Sheer number and rapid influx of immigrants, the 
concentration of Jews in urban settings, and their cultural 
singularity—for example, the temporary language barrier for 
German Jews—accentuated real or imagined differences. 
Having attained a conspicuous standing, Jews became even 
more vulnerable to public censure. 


Reprinted, without some of the original illustrations, with 
permission from American Jewish History 82 (1994): 43-71, 
copyright © 1994 by the American Jewish Historical Society. 


Then, when it became apparent that some wartime 
contractors were providing substandard uniforms, food, 
weapons, and other military supplies at outrageous prices, 
the volatile mixture of ethnocentrism, stereotypical beliefs, 
visibility, and the unsettling climate of war promoted 
Sscapegoating against Jewish citizens.2 Not long after the 
first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, illustrators for Vanity 
Fair, the New York Illustrated News, and Phunny Phellow 
began imputing to Jews subversive motives and conduct 
inimical to the Union military cause. Also in 1861, the 
exclusion of Jewish chaplains from the armed forces gave 
substance to the fear of concrete discrimination. Moreover, 


when “the army happened to arrest a trader or smuggler 
who was Jewish, his religion was noted in the record, though 
no other religion was.” This practice increased the chance 
for guilt by association. Eventually, the antisemitic behavior 
of influential military leaders such as Grant, Butler, Hurlbut, 
and Sherman further exposed the roots of institutional 
intolerance.4 Arguably, the manifestation of Antisemitism in 
the media and the military attested to the gradual 
infiltration of prejudice in some elements of the power 
structure. Thus ethnocentrism, stereotypes, visibility, 
expressions of perceived threat, and concrete support from 
some in key positions of authority constituted a formidable 
constellation of variables leading to various degrees of real 
or potential antipathy toward Jews.® 

Unlike conventional historical investigations of 
Antisemitism and the Civil War, this research does not use 
illustrations aS mere visual aids but as primary source 
material.2 The systematic deposition of graphic images left 
behind an _ unselfconscious record of Antisemitism in 
periodicals such as Vanity Fair, Phunny Phellow, Frank 
Leslie’s Budget of Fun, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 
Harper’s Weekly, and the New York Illustrated News. A 
frequency tally of the visual record shows Antisemitism 
peaking in 1861 and 1864. Among the magazines, the Frank 
Leslie publications and the New York Illustrated News were 
the major carriers of Antisemitism. Dominating the themes 
were economic stereotypes, but in the context of war, these 
images also bore overtones of political subversion. During 
the Civil War period, a survey of illustrations tinged with 
Antisemitism implicated Jews in several contexts: Ulysses S. 
Grant’s General Order Number 11; smuggling goods 
between Confederate and Union lines; mediating foreign 
intervention; tampering with gold, cotton, and/or stock 
market prices; as camp followers seeking economic gain; 
and as the ubiquitous “shoddy.” As we shall see later, the 


term “shoddy,” as applied to Antisemitism, gratuitously 
linked Jews with the production and distribution of inferior 
products to the military, allegedly jeopardizing the health 
and welfare of soldiers and the security of the nation. In 
terms of the number of illustrations from the above- 
mentioned categories, “shoddy” is the decisive antisemitic 
Slur; therefore, “shoddy” came to represent the 
quintessential stereotype of the unpatriotic Jew. 

The original meaning of “shoddy” was innocent enough. 
““Shoddy,’ properly speaking, is the short wool carded or 
worn from the inside of cloth, without fibre or tenacity, and 
with no capability of wear, and yet easily made into the 
semblance of more durable goods.”42 With the outbreak of 
the Civil War, the popular referent quickly changed. A spirit 
of profiteering accompanied the race to clothe, equip, and 
feed soldiers rushing into war. Loose regulations and 
Supervision fostered abuse by war contractors. The 
concomitance of exorbitant prices and inferior products led 
to investigations of graft and corruption. Soon, when 
“shoddy” referred to a product, it signified “any description 
of rotten or improper material.”24 But the word “shoddy” 
was also affixed to the alleged perpetrators who bilked the 
government and short-changed military personnel in dire 
need. “The ‘boys’ have nick-named the army contractors in 
general ‘Shoddies,’” wrote a Vanity Fair correspondent from 
General Stone’s column, “and when any of these 
personages make their appearance the cry of ‘Shoddy! 
Shoddy!’ goes up from all parts of the camp!”12 Now the 
broadened referent included “swindling and humbug of 
every character”44 or “a synonym for miserable pretence in 
patriotism.”22 The final step in the transformation of 
connotation was to libel an ethnic minority, Jews, with the 
label “shoddy.” 

Indeed, the cognitive process linking “the sons of Israel” 
from “Chatham Street” to the “shoddy” is preserved in 


these lines of doggerel from Vanity Fair in the “The Triumph 
of Israel”: 


In times like these it is a real treat 
To ramble by the stalls of Chatham Street, 
Where, all day long, the sons of Israel 
With smiles obsequious their goods do sell; 


Viewed, as | have, the swindle-stitched disgrace 
Of uniforms daubed with sordid lace, 
With cheap tag-rags disguised, and paltry loops, 
Served out by mean contractors to our troops: 


The weak devices in moth-eaten felt 
That straight before the summer shower melt, 
The “petersham,” enough to make a body 
Desponding, and that other sham, the “shoddy” 


Is it a wonder that one’s mind replete 
Should turn to Sholomonsh of Chatham Street, 
Whose vilest “warranted to wash and wear” 
With those things favorably must compare? 


Go on, good Sholomonsh! by contrast crowned; 
Proceed: disseminate much virtue round: 
Continue; till for truth men look to you, 

“O! my prophetic soul, my Uncle!” do.2& 


At the time, an accusatory spirit, propagated by the 
excesses of unprincipled contractors, was rife in the land. 
Although the vast majority of allegations were generic 


rather than ethnic in origin, Jewish Americans felt the sting 
of malice. On July 22, 1861, the New York Tribune summarily 
tried Jews in the press by associating “speculators and Jew 
brokers” with the sale to the government of a bad batch of 
cattle 44 As the connotation “shoddy” was repeatedly 
associated with Jews, symbolic conditioning offered a ready- 
made, seductive stereotype for those who sought 
gratification in condescension. 

In November 1861, over the caption “Shoddy Patriotism,” 
that stereotype was enthroned in cartoon form in the humor 
periodical Phunny Phellow. The dialogue in the subcaption 
lays bare the prejudice: 


s 
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SHODDY PATRIOTISM. 

Recwvrrixe Seroraxr- Con e, M 
ism, and join the Union forces 

Jew—Mine cot, no! Ihave as mooch as I can do to sa 
de army mit coot uniforms, upon vich I makes noting at all 


oses, rub up your patriot 


“Shoddy Patriotism.” Courtesy of the Providence Public 

Library, Special Collections. 

RECRUITING SERGEANT—Come, Moses, rub up your 
patriotism, and join the Union forces. 


jJEw—Mine cot, no! | have as mooch as | can do to supply 
de army mit coot uniforms, upon vich | makes noting 
at all, s’elp me got!48 
The Jew in the cartoon declining service in the armed forces, 
bearing the title “shoddy,” and betraying his foreign origin 
with broken English combine to underscore the image of the 
Subversive Jew. 

Words like “shoddy” and even “contractor” acquired not 
only negative but harsh meanings.42 Moreover, severe 
measures were reserved for “shoddy” business practices. 
One illustrator for Harper’s Weekly proposed hanging;22 
another suggested tar, feathers, and riding “shoddy” out of 
town on a rail. A few lines of doggerel in Vanity Fair 
suggested that tears should not be shed if one Shoddy 
choked another. 

If a Shoddy 

Meet a Shoddy 
A-raking of his “rye,” 
And a Shoddy 
Chokes a Shoddy 
Need anybody Cry!22 

The New York Tribune described vultures as “human 
compared with monsters who furnish rotten blankets and 
rotten meat to the living in the camp.”22 These hostile 
images would not be easily forgotten. Furthermore, some 
cartoons were sufficiently ambiguous to allow the eye of the 
beholder to draw his or her own conclusions. For example, a 
cartoon in Harper’s Weekly on the theme of “shoddy” 
featured some of the villains with elongated noses.24 
Although there may have been no artistic intent to denote 
ethnicity, the physiognomic stereotype was salient enough 
to allow for a projective response.22 In any event, even 
generic allusions to the concept of “shoddy” were capable 
of eliciting antisemitic imagery. But “shoddy” was not the 
only manifestation of intolerance toward Jews. 


Cartoonists found other pretexts for maligning Jews. 
Although these other images differed in emphasis from 
“shoddy,” the elements were essentially the same. 
Economic and political stereotypes dominated the central 
motif. In December 1861, Vanity Fairs H. L. Stephens 
caricatured the confederate “Exodus to Nashville” led by 
Judah Benjamin. A balloon caption further linked Judaism to 
the Confederate cause with the lamentation, “No more shall 
the children of Judah sing.”2© 


“Old Moses Davis to Prince Napoleon.” Courtesy of the 
Providence Public Library, Special Collections. 

Perhaps because of Judah Benjamin’s southern political 
prominence, a cartoonist for the New York Illustrated News 
pictured Jefferson Davis as “Old Moses Davis,” trying to 
persuade Prince Napoleon to favor the South.24 The dialect 
emphasized the foreign element. “Now, my dear poy, come 
over to our side—don’t go to the old man [Lincoln] on de 
utter side of de vay. Ve vill let you have de cotton at your 
own price—sheap. Come, my poy!” 

One week later, the New York Illustrated News gratuitously 
shows Lincoln condoning Antisemitism.22 Lincoln confronts 
“Shylock” at the entrance of the London Times. “No Shylock 


—we did not come about the loan we have money enough, 
and to spare, at home. But we thought, since our English 
brethren had come to be ruled by such as you, and your 
hirelings, yonder, that we had better keep an eye on you.” 
In due time, Lincoln’s decisive action, granting the full rights 
of chaplaincy to Jews and rescinding General Grant’s ill- 
advised exclusionary policy, refuted any uncertainty as to 
where Lincoln stood on the matter of Antisemitism. 
Marshaling the full weight of executive power to stave off 
discrimination was the most important Civil War act in 
behalf of Jews. 


“John Bull and the American Loan.” Courtesy of the 
Providence Public Library, Special Collections. 


In comparison with other Jewish illustrations for 1861, the 

final image is serene. It touched on a universal theme. 
Where is there an army without soldiers complaining about 
the quality or quantity of the food? 
Troopers from the Union ranks were no different. They 
bemoaned the steady diet of pork.22 But the New York 
Illustrated News publicized the plight of the devout “Hebrew 
volunteer” complying with dietary laws.22The cartoon hardly 
qualified as antisemitic, although it did accent cultural 
distinctiveness.24 

lronically, two of the more blatantly offensive antisemitic 
actions, General Grant’s Order Number 11 and the exclusion 
of Jews as chaplains in the armed forces, were not popular 
topics in the cartoon medium. In each instance, credit 
President Lincoln’s bold, resolute act in reversing the tide, 
muting the potential effects of those discriminatory policies. 
Had Lincoln in any way countenanced the proposed 
exclusions, the results might have been devastating. Vanity 
Fairs allusion to Lincoln’s censure of Grant took the form of 
a “Hebrew Catechism.” “Question—‘What kind of evergreen 
might General Grant have represented by this time, had not 
the President come down upon him?’ Answer—‘A Jew 
Nipper.’”24 Lincoln’s action nullified Grant’s ill-advised order, 
and the phrase “had not the President come down upon 
him” was of immeasurable worth to embattled Jews held 
hostage by prejudice. 

But General Order Number 11 would come back to haunt 
Ulysses S. Grant.23 In an 1882 meeting at Chickering Hall, 
Grant had apparently expressed “Sympathy for the 
Persecuted Jews in Russia.” Puck magazine contrasted his 
1862 order “excluding Jews from the Army” from his more 
recent remarks under the caption: “Then and Now 1862 and 
1882.”34 “Army Order No. II” was symbolized by a crocodile 
Skin draped around Grant. Although Grant was ostensibly 
weeping for the treatment of contemporary Jews, so were 


crocodile tears coming from the emblem of the 1862 policy. 
The cartoonist cleverly imputed to Grant disingenuous 
motives in the inscription “Jewish Vote 1884,” floating in the 
giant pool of tears. 

Nor was the 1862 exclusion easy for General Grant to 
explain when confronted with the facts while running as a 
candidate for the presidency in 1868. Frank Leslie’s Budget 
of Fun juxtaposed Grant’s unpleasant dream of a “Vision of 
Jerusalem” with an announcement in the Tribune: “The fact 
that the Jews have endorsed General Grant is a gratifying 
one.”22 The vision did not depict a happy reception for Grant 
in the Jewish community.2® Grant’s nightmare was full of 
unsettling hostility. 

Although 1862 contained fewer negative visual images of 
Jews, the undercurrent of Antisemitism continued its course. 
“The ambivalence toward Jews was captured in a poem from 
Harper’s Weekly entitled “The Jew’s Garden.”24 Although the 
poem praised “the little old Jew, so cheerful and fond of 
flowers,” the poet made it clear that here was an exception 
to the rule. For another verse chanted the litany of scorn: 


And | thought, this old man here, to this day, 
May have lived by brokerage, cheat, and bribe— 
May have fawned, and lied, and clutched, and grown 
gray 
In the sordid curse of his tribe.22 


In the early months of 1863, a gold panic on Wall Street 
sent the market into a tailspin and the media scurrying after 
a scapegoat. Although President Lincoln and Secretary of 
the Treasury Chase took the immediate brunt of the 
reproach, the Jews were not far behind the chain of 
denunciation. “Most of the heavy speculators were Jews,” 
said a journalist for Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 


“and they cut miserable figures as they rushed to and fro, 
foaming at the mouth, cursing with impotent rage Old Abe 
and Secretary Chase, who had brought this ruin on the 
house of their fathers.”22 Soon, illustrations followed in the 
wake of the economic turbulence, as the latent propensity 
for Antisemitism became reality. Frank Bellew, artist for the 
Leslie publications, linked Jews and gold in his illustration 
labeled “A New Toy for the Rising Generation.”22 A cartoon 
in Yankee Notions announced in its caption a “Terrific 
Explosion of the Gold Bubble in the Camp of the Children of 
Israel.” In the Budget of Fun, a wary Secretary Chase 
plunders an unwary Jewish “Speculator in Gold” in a “Scene 
from the new pantomime of ‘The Yellow Fever.’”44 
Meanwhile, the New York Illustrated News, in a sketch by H. 
J. Kurtz, used the atmosphere of antipathy to show “Jews 
Smuggling Goods Across the Potomac.”42 Yet a more 
discordant note of Antisemitism was sounded with the 
appearance of a condescending cartoon in late 1863. Once 
again, the Budget of Fun was the sponsor in “The Golden 
Rule or The Wall Street Thermometer.”“4 The gauge of a bull 
or bear market is shown in the countenance of Jewish faces 
expressing degrees of sadness or elation. At the left base of 
the illustration, the “fatted calf” is the focal point of worship, 
and, to the right, Jewish investors presumably determine the 
market’s strength or weakness. 

Although the images of “shoddy” tended to dominate 
1864, there were exceptions. From the genre of political 
caricature, the New York Illustrated News ridiculed James 
Gordon Bennett, the editor of the rival New York Herald, 
calling him Shylock.42 The economic stereotype of Jews is 
invoked in the caption. When a woman describes Bennett as 
wealthy, he replies: “Wealthy, ah, dat ish von great 
mishtake, but | will advertise your book for seventy-five 
cents ze line, cash down, and no agents admitted.”4 


“Service and Shoddy.” Courtesy of L. Tom Perry Special 
Collection, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, 
Provo, Utah. 

While the concept of “shoddy” was introduced in 1861 
and made its presence felt in 1862 and 1863, it reached the 
apex of its influence in 1864. Moreover, the bonds of 
Antisemitism to “shoddy” were strengthened with each 
repetition of association, and set in concrete roughly a year 
before the end of the war. When Henry Morford’s book The 
Days of Shoddy was published in 1863, the author predicted 
that those days “will not end until the contest [Civil War] 
closes, and they may linger long after. While the nation 
remains in distress or society convulsed,” continued 
Morford, “thieves (moral, social and pecuniary) will continue 
to embrace their opportunity.” Although Morford wrote 
about the generic “shoddy,” and even went out of his way 
to disclaim that the type he was after was “the old clo’ 
dealer of Chatham Street,” he nevertheless pointed out that 
the old clothes dealer “advertised that he would pay the 
very highest price for cast-off clothing, as he had ‘extensive 
orders from the government.’” Such allusions, together with 
his reference to “the slop-shops of Chatham Street,” did not 


discourage readers from perceiving a relationship between 
Jews and “shoddy.”42 
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“The Army of the Mississippi.” Courtesy of L. Tom Perry 
Special Collection, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young 
University, Provo, Utah. 

General references to “shoddy” in 1862 and 1863 
lingered. Cartoon captions exclaimed: “The new camp 
blankets are so remarkably fine, that many of our soldiers 
use them for fishing-nets” or elsewhere, “these ‘shoddies’ 
[our army blankets] are awful cold.”42 Harper's Weekly 
contrasted three sets of panels in a prominent illustration.22 
In the first, a soldier is exposed to the bitter elements of 
weather, while the shoddy contractor indulges his appetite 
at a bar. The second compares the grim circumstances of 
the soldier’s wife with the lavish lifestyle of the contractor’s 
spouse. The final panel contrasts soldiers in the life and 
death struggle of war as the purveyors of “shoddy” languish 
in leisure in a warehouse for distribution of “shoddy” goods. 
Finally, the Cincinnati Daily Enquirer implied that Rabbi 
Wise, who had declined the Democratic nomination for state 


senator, could have run on the other ticket with the help of 
“the Shoddy contractors.”24 

In 1864, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper described 
camp followers who, “in these days of conscription,” 
shadowed the army to “avoid the draft.”22 Because camp 
followers were often associated with profiteering and 
“shoddy,” this was an added dimension to the stereotype of 
disloyalty. The illustrator chose to select a Jewish figure as 
the representative camp follower.22 The customary watch 
chain, the bejeweled tie, the gesturing hands, and the 
overall appearance fit the Jewish stereotype used by 
cartoonists to convey” ethnic identification. What 
precipitated the illustration were the orders submitted by 
generals Sherman and McPherson to arrest any camp 
followers who did not have passes and to induct them into 
the army.24 

In the spring, illustrators intensified the campaign of 
Antisemitism. “Shoddy or the Vulture of the Camp” was now 
unmistakably Jewish.22 The vulture imagery was as popular 
south of the Mason and Dixon line as it was north of it. The 
Richmond Examiner wrote that Jews “flocked as vultures to 
every point of gain.”2° But “shoddy” was the preeminent 
image.24 A serialized epic poem, appearing in multiple 
numbers of Budget of Fun, reinforced the Jewish connection 
with “shoddy.”22 In May, the second segment of the poem, 
“The Adventures of the Shoddy Family,” identified the home 
base as, of course, Chatham Street. 


“An Everyday Scene Everywhere.” Courtesy of University of 
Chicago Library, Special Collections Research Center. 


Shoddy was “Snobby,” and Chatham street air 
Never wafted to Madison Square 22 


But the hub of the poem revolved around “Shoddy,” the 
Jewish tailor and political subversive. An illustration on the 
same page as the poem entitled “Mr. Shoddy’s way of 
Treating the Destitute” revealed just how Mr. Shoddy would 
fare in the poem. The cartoon pictures Mr. Shoddy as utterly 
calloused and insensitive to the needs of the poor. That 
Same moral indifference is reflected in an early verse of the 
poem under the heading “The New Method of Bleeding— 
Shoddy’s Patent”: 


Upon the new system (Oh! let us adore it) 
Of bleeding the country, but not bleeding for it! 
“For surely,” said Shoddy, wise-shaking his head, 


“Tis better by far thus to bleed than be bled; 

Let men be as brave and as bold as they can— 

A tailor is but the ninth part of a man, 

And therefore, of course, should make money for nine— 
Let others be men, be the tailor’s part mine.” 


Later, a verse developed the idea of an aspiring Shoddy: 


No Shoddy, the tailor, began to aspire, 
A capital thief, an astonishing liar, 
He glowed with a rogue’s and a patriot’s fire. 
“Hurrah,” thus he cried, “for the glorious flag! 
Hurrah for the money that’s made out of rag! 
Hurrah for the stripes and hurrah for the stars! 
Hurrah for the fools who must go to the wars! 
| stay at my home, yet, as heaven well knows, 
l'm making more money than any who goes— 
For each one who goes to the war must be clad 
With a garment of mine, be it good, be it bad!” 


Further, on the theme of “How the Death of a Customer May 
Sometimes be of Advantage to a Tailor,” the poet wrote: 


If th’ garment gives way, why, it matters me not 
A soldier can never complain when he’s shot. 
Death shielded the doctor from sceptic and railer, 
And bullets will do much the same for a tailor! 
So Shoddy extended his trade and began. 
To be known by the world as a “rising, rich man.” 


In much the same way, the poet maligned Mrs. Shoddy as a 
crude, vulgar, upwardly mobile counterpart to her husband. 
As Mrs. Shoddy enters Tiffany’s looking for diamonds, 
doggerel describes her central features: 


There enters a woman, she’s ugly and course, 
As stout as an ox and as tall as a horse; 
She’s red in the face and amazing in dress, 
More vulgar by far than all words can express. 


In the same issue of Budget of Fun, an artist pits the 
unrefined Mrs. Shoddy against other women, who symbolize 
the respectable professions of “Commerce,” “Science,” and 
“Art,” respectively.©2 

If another drop in gold prices and the stock market had 
triggered the most recent episode of Antisemitism,®! the 
grinding, frustrating stalemate in the Civil War also set 
nerves on edge. Whatever the complex causal forces, 
neither June nor July was a good month for Jews. It was no 
honor for Jews to be featured on the front page of Budget of 
Fun.£2 “Mr. Shoddy wants to kill the bird [the American 
eagle] that lays all the golden eggs,” exclaimed the front 
page caption. One of the golden eggs was labeled “a fat 
contract.” This “bogus speculation,” declared the cartoon, 
was “The Height of Madness.” Thus the powerful editorial 
cartoon had reduced Jews to the convenient status of 
Scapegoat. 

An equal dose of Antisemitism was fed to the readers of 
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. “Oh, horror! This year, 
whoso goeth down into the sea shore or elsewhere will be 
perpetually and irretrievably afflicted with Shoddy. Shoddy 
pere, Shoddy mere, and Mesdemoiselles Shoddy, the 


daughters, to say nothing of the worst of the lot, the 
youthful masculine scions of the House of Shoddy. ... You will 
find them ... trailing robes and glittering bracelets and Mr. 
Shoddy will jingle his massive chain ... And Mrs. Shoddy, in 
diamond ear-rings, will exclaim: ‘This here coffee ain’t fit for 
nothin’ And Miss Shoddy ... will make a dead set at your 
young brother. ... And young Shoddy will ... drive you to the 
verge of desperation.” “You need not say you will not mix 
with such people,” so avoidance was the only practical 
solution. “If you desire to escape Shoddy (and who would 
not?) you must make up your mind to farmhouses and rustic 
hotels, and abjure, for this season at least, Saratoga, 
Newport, Trenton Falls, Lake George etc.; and making a 
merit of necessity, enjoy the ‘real country’ for once in your 
life. You will not lose by it.” 

One week later, the New York Illustrated News picked up 
where the Budget of Fun and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 
Newspaper left off. The Antisemitism was just as spirited 
and robust. Dressed in the trappings of the “Anti-Silk 
Movement,” “Shoddy,” noted the caption, was “left alone in 
its glory.”©4 An accompanying textual description explained 
the meaning of the cartoon: 


Our picture with the above title exhibits Queen 
Fashion as she has lately appeared, clad as usual with 
all the taste of a lady, but not in the costly material of 
silk and satin she has been wont to wear. She will be 
seen seated in the aerial region, at the top of the 
engraving, surrounded by her attendants. These little 
Cupids are on the one side engaged in driving off the 
foreign merchants who come laden with luxuries, that in 
these times of fierce toil and strife are more than 
useless. With the means accruing from the savings thus 
made, good things are showered upon the sick and 
wounded in the hospitals, as is shown on the other side 
of the drawing. On the left a disciple of the praiseworthy 


queen is receiving homage from a new list of adorers— 
no brainless fops, possessed merely of wealth and the 
Capacity to spend, bur men of heart and virtue, of 
science and art, the intellect of the land. The Queen of 
Fashion declares herself the queen of sense and 
sensibility. But one dissentient voice is heard. Shoddy 
spreads her ample skirts and comes rustling to the 
front. Her Jewish features are contorted with irate 
emotions as she surveys the good work about her. In her 
hand she holds a document, “What Mrs. Lincoln says.” 
What did Mrs. Lincoln say when she was requested to 
join the movement?” & 


During July, the New York Illustrated News turned the vise 
a notch tighter on Shoddy. A double-page_ illustration, 
celebrating Independence Day, displayed a series of 
patriotic images and lobbied for the presidential candidacy 
of McClellan over the incumbent Lincoln. On the one hand, 
McClellan is shown riding on the back of the American 
eagle, ascending gracefully to the White House. On the 
other hand, Lincoln falls toward defeat in the symbolic 
waters of Salt River. Predictably, the sole exception to the 
patriotic imagery is the inclusion of “Shoddy consumed in 
extravagance.”©& 

Two weeks later, one of the final wartime Shoddy cartoons 
portrays Shoddy wondering “if there isn’t a chance for a 
little spec. here” in contracting for “onions for the 
soldiers.”©4 As the pungent aroma from the onions draws 
tears from Shoddy, his insincerity is also exposed: “Onions 
for the soldiers, eh? Dear me! It’s quite affecting.” 88 

Just as suddenly as shoddy had emerged in the early 
months of the war, so it faded at the end. As Sherman 
occupied Atlanta and drove to the sea, generals Grant and 
Sheridan routed their foes, and Lincoln was reelected for a 


second term, the end of the conflagration was now in sight. 
Battlefield success had removed the venom of 
Copperheadism in the North and diffused a pall of gloom 
over the South. That same northern surge of optimism set a 
limit on the days of shoddy. Because shoddy was conceived 
and nurtured by the exigencies of war, the motives 
sustaining the antisemitic variant of shoddy rapidly 
diminished in strength as the surrender at Appomattox drew 
near. Happily, only a few remnants of the shoddy legacy 
survived the Civil War.®2 

At first glance, it is surprising that the fine scholarship on 
the Civil War and Antisemitism has virtually ignored the 
concept of “shoddy.”/2Yet the omission is understandable 
because the idea was unobtrusively buried in the cartoon 
genre of the popular culture. Only by considering 
illustrations as primary sources were we able to uncover the 
significance of “shoddy” as a tool of Antisemitism. Scattered 
references to “shoddy” did, indeed, appear in various 
written sources. However, it was the salience of “shoddy” in 
illustrations that spurred us on to look more carefully, 
widely, and assiduously for the pattern that eventually 
emerged. For us, this experience—from the often 
unpredictable odyssey of research—underscores the axiom 
that historians can ill afford to ignore or underestimate the 
significance of any obscure primary source as a clue in the 
investigative or interpretive process. In this case, the 
popular print category proved invaluable. 

On the central issue of the relative importance of 
Antisemitism during the period, we disagree with two 
fundamental arguments in David A. Gerber’s’ recent 
analysis. First, he asserts that “there is little evidence that 
the common types of prejudice ... increased significantly 
during the Civil War.”22 As an index of prejudice, Gerber 
uses “the appearance in literature, drama, art, and various 
facets of popular culture, such as cartoons, of negative 


imagery and stereotypes; or the informal verbalization of 
such negative views of Jews.” Our study explicitly 
addresses the degree of prejudice in the popular culture. 
Contrary to Gerber’s thesis, we found significant changes in 
the frequency, prominence, and intensity of prejudice in the 
cartoons of the popular culture. Neither the antebellum or 
reconstruction era produced as malevolent, common, or 
conspicuous images of Jews. Typically, these cartoons were 
not buried in some remote corner of an illustrated periodical 
—rather, many were displayed prominently as front-, full-, 
half-, or even double-page spreads, and generally the tone 
was harsh and hostile. 

Second, we differ with Gerber in his characterization of 
“ordinary Antisemitism in the nineteenth century as a 
gradually broadening stream.” The substantial rise of 
Antisemitism during the war and the rapid decline after the 
war do not fit a linear developmental model. Historically, 
war has not been kind to the treatment or image of Jews. 
The Civil War was no exception; it was not a minor eddy in 
the broadening stream. For some Americans, the dynamic 
climate of war transformed latent propensities for 
Antisemitism into manifest realities of contempt and 
scapegoating. That Antisemitism declined after the Civil War 
does not render its temporary status inconsequential. 

However, we also acknowledge the concurrent existence 
of causal factors which suppress as well as sponsor 
Antisemitism. Our model of Antisemitism takes these 
countervailing forces into consideration. For any significant 
degree of Antisemitism to occur, two general conditions 
must be met. First, Antisemitism must be rationalized; 
second, significant sectors of power must support its 
expression. We have already argued that the economic and 
political tensions and frustrations of war magnified the 
salience of ethnocentrism, popular stereotypes, and Jewish 
visibility. Hence the perception that Jews as a class 


represented a threat to the outcome of war was easier to 
rationalize. Then, when certain pockets of power in the 
military, the media, and elsewhere promoted Antisemitism, 
the social problem increased. 

On the other hand, to the extent that individuals with 
more enlightened values attacked the rationalization of 
Antisemitism, or individuals in power restrained its overt 
manifestation, some forms of intolerance diminished. When 
a unified Jewish community appealed to a sensitive 
Abraham Lincoln to redress obvious grievances, as noted 
earlier, equalitarian, pluralistic, and democratic values 
neutralized the Antisemitism associated with the policy on 
Jewish chaplains and U. S. Grant’s order to exclude Jews 
from his district. As president, Lincoln was influential both as 
an opinion leader and power broker. 

Yet if Lincoln’s benign influence generalized to other forms 
of Antisemitism, the effects are less discernible. Lincoln’s 
rejection of antisemitic military policies did not extend to 
the civilian sphere and did not prevent antisemitic actions 
by some of his generals.22 In the media, the theme of 
“shoddy,” the purported manipulation of financial 
institutions, the alleged subversive complicity with the 
Confederacy, the supposed exploitation of military 
personnel by Jewish camp followers, and the claims of 
foreign intervention against the interests of the North 
continued unabated to plague the image of Jews. However 
effective the democratic restraints may have been, the 
rhetoric of Antisemitism enjoyed the sanction of major 
illustrated periodicals throughout the duration of the war, 
including Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, Frank Leslie’s 
Budget of Fun, the New York Illustrated News, and the comic 
press. 

Although our study revolves around the relatively 
unexplored concept of “shoddy,” the role of popular prints in 
the expression and documentation of prejudice, and the 


reaffirmation of the Civil War as a catalyst for Antisemitism, 
our perception of the causes that support and suppress 
Antisemitism agrees fundamentally with Jonathan Sarna’s 
thesis of ambivalence. Sarna portrayed the period as a 
contest between democratic and antidemocratic elements. 
Although we attack the problem differently than does 
Bertram Korn, our research also views the Civil War version 
of Antisemitism as a potent strain. 

Ironically, more than 30 years after the Civil War, the issue 
of Jewish loyalty was still hotly debated. At that time, Mark 
Twain attempted to bury the “common reproach” by 
recourse to “figures from the War Department.” “This slur 
upon the Jew,” wrote Twain, “has done its work, and done it 
long and faithfully, and with high approval: it ought to be 
pensioned off now, and retired from active service.” 
Lamentably, the retirement was only temporary.22 
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13 
Jewish Chaplains during the Civil War 


Bertram W. Korn 


The American tradition of the military chaplaincy is as old as 
the United States itself. Clergymen served with the armies 
of the individual colonies almost from the first battle of the 
Revolution, and provisions for the payment of chaplains 
were enacted by the Continental Congress as early as 1775. 
The first regular army chaplain was commissioned in 1781, 
immediately following due authorization by Congress in its 
legislation for a second regiment to supplement the small 
national military establishment. From then on, post and 
brigade chaplains were an accepted feature of the army 
table of organization. 

These chaplains were all Protestants, though of varying 
denominations. The possible service of Roman Catholic 
chaplains received no official attention until the time of the 
Mexican War, when President Polk held several conferences 
on the subject with members of the American church 
hierarchy. Polk’s suggestion that the bishops appoint two 
priests to serve with the army in a civilian capacity was 
adopted, but he apparently had no intention of 
recommending them for military appointments. During the 
1850s Catholic priests served several military posts in the 
Capacity of chaplain, but their official status is open to 
question. It was actually not until the Civil War that Catholic 


priests were explicitly granted the right to serve as army 
chaplains.2 

There is no evidence that the legal status of Jewish 
chaplains was ever discussed prior to the Civil War, but once 
that fratricidal conflict had begun, with thousands of Jews 
enlisting in the armies of both the Union and Confederacy,? 
it was inevitable that these members of a minority faith 
would press for their right to be served by clergymen who 
could truly minister to their spiritual needs. The personal 
liberties and civil rights of members of all religious 
minorities had been safeguarded by a Constitution which 
carefully separated church from nation, although states like 
North Carolina lagged far behind in their application of this 
principle to their internal politics. The chaplaincy was, 
however, another realistic test of the equality which the 
Federal government theoretically accorded to all American 
citizens. 


Reprinted with permission from American Jewish Archives 1 
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In the Confederacy, this equality was apparently 
recognized immediately upon the outbreak of hostilities. The 
acts providing for the appointment of chaplains in the 
Confederate military establishment merely stipulated that 
they should be “clergymen,” with no denominational 
specifications.2 There was probably not a sufficient number 
of Jews in any one Confederate regiment to warrant the 
election of a Jewish chaplain, but at least there was no /egal/ 
barrier to such an appointment. 

In this instance the Confederate Congress was more 
liberal and tolerant than its Washington counterpart, and it 


was in the North that the storm broke over the right of 
Jewish soldiers to chaplains of their own faith. The original 
Volunteer Bill, as reported to the floor of the House, required 
that regimental chaplains, who were to be “appointed by 
the regimental commander on the vote of the field officers 
and company commanders present,” be “regularly ordained 
minister[s] of some Christian denomination.” On July 12, 
1861, in a discussion of this proviso, an Ohio Congressman 
moved an amendment which would substitute the phrase 
“religious society” for the objectionable words “Christian 
denomination.” The Congressman was Clement L. 
Vallandigham, who was later to become notorious for his 
leadership of the Copperhead movement and who was 
eventually arrested by military order and exiled across the 
Confederate border. Apparently on his own initiative and 
without any Jewish prompting, he spoke out clearly in 
defense of Jewish rights. “There is a large body of men in 
this country, and one growing continually, of the Hebrew 
faith,” he said, “whose rabbis and priests are men of great 
learning and piety, and whose adherents are as good 
citizens and as true patriots as any in this country.” 
Amplifying his remarks, he denounced the underlying 
implication of the bill that the United States is a Christian 
country, in the political sense, and branded the law as 
entirely unjust and completely “without constitutional 
warrant.”2 Vallandigham’s appeal failed to move his fellow 
members of the House, or perhaps they paid no attention to 
his comments. At any rate, they rejected his amendment 
and passed the bill with its discriminatory clause intact. 

This brief episode attracted very little notice. But perhaps 
because he also was an Ohioan and a member of the 
Democratic Party, Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise did grasp its 
significance. He labeled the qualification clause an “unjust 
violation of our constitutional rights” and applauded Mr. 
Vallandigham for his staunch advocacy of the American 


conception of equality. But Wise was more furious than 
imaginative and had no constructive suggestion to offer to 
remedy the situation. His fear of dictatorship and of 
militarism ran away with his confidence in democratic 
action, and he could only urge his readers to remember this 
deliberate act of injustice and to hold their indignation in 
check until the end of the war, when surely they would be 
free to “Square accounts.”© 

For all that Vallandigham, Wise, and the few others who 
were interested, knew, the question of the Jewish chaplaincy 
would remain a theoretical one. Wise himself had no 
inclination for personal military service since he was totally 
antagonistic to the purposes of the war. Fortunately for 
America and the Jew, however, the question did not remain 
a theoretical one and was not permitted to die for lack of 
excitement and interest. 

In September, 1861, less than three months after the 
House had refused to sanction the service of Jewish 
chaplains, a YMCA worker happened to visit the military 
camp in Virginia where the 65th Regiment of the 5th 
Pennsylvania Cavalry, popularly known as “Cameron’s 
Dragoons,” was temporarily stationed. He was horrified to 
discover that a Jew, one Michael Allen of Philadelphia, was 
serving as the regimental chaplain, and promptly began 
such an agitation in the public press that ultimately the 
Assistant Adjutant General of the Army, George D. Ruggles, 
was forced to state in writing his official warning that “any 
person mustered into service as a chaplain, who is not a 
regularly ordained clergyman of a Christian denomination, 
will be at once discharged without pay or allowance.” Allen 
felt so humiliated that he resigned his commission on the 
excuse of ill health rather than suffer the dishonor of 
dismissal from the service, but the clamor raised by the 
zealous YMCA worker brought the issue before the public 
once again.® 


Obviously, Allen had been elected without any deliberate 
intention on the part of his regiment’s colonel and officers to 
disobey the law. They were probably ignorant of the 
Congressional bill which forbade them to designate a Jewish 
chaplain for their regiment even though the Commanding 
Officer, Colonel Max Friedman, and a large proportion of his 
officers and 1, 200 men were Jewish.2 And Allen had been a 
very fitting choice for the office. Born in Philadelphia, 
November 24, 1830, he was, from childhood, a pupil of the 
Rev. Isaac Leeser, the leading spokesman of American 
traditional Judaism, and for a time he undertook to follow, 
under his rabbi’s guidance, a regular course of study for the 
Jewish ministry. Even after he abandoned this ambition, and 
unlike many other erstwhile rabbinical students, he 
remained close to Jewish affairs and preserved his 
relationship with Leeser. He taught classes for the 
Philadelphia Hebrew Education Society, and substituted for 
Leeser as Hazan (cantor) in the conduct of services, when 
that frequent traveler was out of town. The Rev. Samuel M. 
Isaacs, editor of the /ewish Messenger, wrote a few years 
later that Allen was “the only gentleman not actually a 
minister, accustomed and able to read the entire ritual 
according to the Portuguese minhag [rite]. He really 
deserves credit for the alacrity with which he has always 
responded to ... calls [to act as Hazan], having frequently 
officiated at the Franklin street and Seventh street 
Synagogues of Philadelphia, and occasionally at the 19th 
street Synagogue of N.Y.”22 As a layman, Allen took a further 
leading role in Jewish communal affairs, and served as 
secretary to both the United Hebrew Beneficial Society and 
the Hebrew Education Society.24 

Surely there was no one in the entire regiment better 
equipped by training as well as inclination to serve as its 
chaplain. During the two months of his service, Allen was 
not a Jewish chaplain, but the regimental chaplain for men 


of all faiths. On the New Year, the Day of Atonement, and 
the Feast of Tabernacles, as well as on the Jewish Sabbath, 
he went to Washington or Philadelphia to attend services. 
But on Sundays, he held his non-denominational services, 
consisting of brief Scriptural readings and a hymn or two, as 
well as a sermon. An entry in his diary for Sunday, 
September 8, 1861, reads: “Arose at 5 1/2 am. Very cool, 
pleasant and invigorating. ‘Fast of Gedaliah.’ Did not fast, 
not feeling able to do so. Had service at 8 o’clock. Lectured 
on ‘Peace and Harmony.’ All the officers and companies 
were present under command of Lieut. Col. Becker, and 
they all in their uniform looked very well.”22 

On that Jewish holiday, filled with remembrances of the 
pain of exile and the destruction of Jewish statehood, the 
chaplain preached a message about friendship and 
consideration to his men, without a single indication of the 
meaning of the day in his own religious thinking! 

Indeed, one who reads over the manuscript copies of his 
sermons, preserved by his family, would never know they 
were written by a devout Jew. Of course, there is no 
reference to Christianity or its central figure, but neither is 
there any reference to the most pivotal of Jewish concepts. 
Theologically, his sermons approached the various aspects 
of religion; immortality, ethics, faith, from a general and 
common Judaeo-Christian background. They were realistic, 
practical, down-to-earth talks, designed to touch the most 
basic problems of men stationed only a few miles from the 
battle-front: fear, restlessness, doubt, and homesickness. 
Chaplain Allen spoke of faith in God, “our shield and our 
buckler ... in the hour of battle, of danger, and of 
tribulation.” He urged them to prepare for the strife by 
learning the arts of the soldier as conscientiously as they 
could, because theirs was a “good and just cause ... to save 
our country from the hands of the spoiler” but he also 
pleaded for a spiritual preparation for the death that surely 


faced some of them. Never discussing political issues as 
such, he nevertheless took care that they came to have 
some understanding of his conviction that the Union was in 
danger, that the Confederacy was a rebellion against the 
Constitution, and that their erstwhile fellow-Americans were 
now their deadly foes. He never avoided the most difficult 
Subjects: desertion, sex, obedience to superiors, the evils of 
camp life, but tried as best he could to impart a reasonable, 
loyal, and high ethical attitude to his men. Reverence for 
Deity and love of Scripture infused every sermon with a 
warmth and humanity which must truly have “endeared him 
to all.” Those were words used by his friend, Alfred T. Jones, 
who gave an address when the regimental colors were 
presented to Colonel Friedman by a group of Philadelphia 
Jews in a formal ceremony on September 10. Jones said 
further, in the ornate fashion of his day, that Allen “taught 
the Word of God with pure unadulterated piety; he breathed 
into the ears of his hearers no sectarian hatred toward 
others, but labored zealously for their moral and spiritual 
welfare.”13 

In a passage of one sermon, Allen presented his own 
conception of some of the duties of the chaplain: 


| [must be] as one of you. ... | must share with you, the 
pleasures and privations of a soldier’s life, and | trust | shall 
be able to gain the esteem and confidence of each and 
every one of you. ... [Since] there are many of you who are 
good and loyal adopted citizens of this our country, and as 
there are amongst you those not very well conversant with 
the English language, | wish you to consider me as your 
Teacher, and during your leisure hours in camp, should you 
wish to perfect yourself in the vernacular language of this 
country, | will be glad and willing to impart all the necessary 
information which my time and abilities will permit. 


To teach, to inspire, in his own humble way—this was 
Allen’s purpose in serving as substitute Rabbi, and as 
military chaplain. The “Cameron’s Dragoons” were deprived 
of a sincere and superior religious mentor when Michael 
Mitchell Allen was forced to resign his office. 

On the other hand, we must not overlook the fact that 
Allen was disqualified from serving as chaplain for two 
reasons: he was not a Christian, it is true, but neither was 
he a “regularly ordained clergyman.” Even under the revised 
provisions of the following year which permitted rabbis to 
enter the military service, Allen would still have been 
ineligible. An unknown Philadelphian, writing a “letter to the 
editor” in an effort to clarify the issue which he felt had 
been unjustly confounded by accusations of intolerance, 
insisted that Allen’s appointment had been called into 
question not because of his faith but because he was “a 
liquor dealer, ... doubtless a very worthy man, but no 
clergyman.”14 

This editorial correspondent was not attempting to white- 
wash the War Department. Great as their excitement about 
Allen had been, the original letter from the YMCA had not 
complained about him but about “a number of Chaplains in 
our Pennsylvania regiments [who] are entirely disqualified ... 
for the high and important position to which they have been 
raised”22 and Ruggles’s letter nowhere specified the Allen 
case, although it undoubtedly included it. Indeed, the 
election of non-clergymen to the office of chaplain plagued 
War Department officials and thoughtful Protestant leaders 
all during the war. It was a subject which obtained 
recognition and reference in many investigation reports and 
exposes. The Paymaster General of the Army, for instance, 
wrote to Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts on 
December 5, 1861, that: “I regret to say that very many 
holding this position [of chaplain] are utterly unworthy. ... | 
think none should be appointed who did not come 


recommended by the highest ecclesiastical authority. ... It is 
said one regiment employs a French cook, and musters him 
as chaplain to meet the expense.”4© Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise 
took great delight in quoting the assertion of a Presbyterian 
journal that “two thirds of the chaplains in the army are 
unfit for their place,” and offered his own personal 
testimony that at least two professed atheists of his 
acquaintance were serving as chaplains.28 One of Lincoln’s 
private secretaries, W. O. Stoddard, charged that military 
chaplains were, for the most part, “broken down 
‘reverends,’ long since out of the ministry for incompetency 
or other causes, men who could not induce any respectable 
church to place itself under their charge,” and quoted 
Lincoln’s angry comment, that “I do believe that our army 
chaplains, take them as a class, are the worst men we have 
in the service.”22 

Colonel Friedman and his officers were undoubtedly 
distressed by this valid legal objection which complicated 
their determination to be served by a Jewish chaplain. They 
now realized that Allen would have had no right to serve as 
chaplain even if the law could be stretched to permit Jews to 
be elected to that position. So they resolved to try again. 
This time they would elect an ordained rabbi, but they 
would also take the precaution of electing a civilian who 
would not so easily be frightened into resigning, and who 
would have to apply directly to the Secretary of War for a 
commission. This would indeed be a test case which would 
determine whether discriminatory legislation against the 
Jews was to be enforced with the full knowledge and 
consent of the government and the people. Colonel 
Friedman lost no time in selecting the Rev. Arnold Fischel of 
New York City as the regiment’s chaplain-designate. This 
was Mr. Fischel’s introduction to the cause cé/ébre in which 
he participated for many months. His service in the Potomac 
area as a Civilian chaplain, and his lobbying activities in the 


nation’s capitol as the representative of the Board of 
Delegates of American Israelites, have been known for a 
long time, but the motivation behind his application for a 
commission has never been explained before.22 The simple 
truth is that he sought the commission after his election by 
the officers of the regiment, in order to test the law and to 
secure a public statement about Jewish rights in the matter. 
His application was denied, of course, and ironically, the 
letter of rejection (warm and friendly as it was) was signed 
by the very same Simon Cameron, Secretary of War, in 
whose honor the “Cameron’s Dragoons” was recruited and 
named. To be fair to Cameron, we must understand that 
he had not dictated the law and that he had no choice about 
obeying it—but now there was no possible doubt of the 
interpretation of the law, and American Jewry had to 
recognize it. 

These, then, are the circumstances: The illegal election of 
Allen; the exposé by the YMCA; Allen's chagrined 
resignation; then the election of Fischel as a test case; and, 
finally, the rejection of his application on the basis of the 
discriminatory clause. This was the chain of events which 
confronted American Jewry in late 1861 with the first 
instance of outright discrimination and legal inequity in the 
nation’s history. It was a realistic situation, not a theoretical 
one, and it demanded a realistic solution. We shall not take 
the time here to chronicle and evaluate the lobbying 
Campaign which lasted for almost a year and involved 
political pressures and techniques of every known variety 
(and which also revealed the alarming degree to which 
anarchy and indifference prevailed within American Jewry). 
Suffice it to say that, in July of 1862, Congress finally 
modified the chaplaincy requirements so that any “regularly 
ordained minister of some religious denomination” might, 
with the proper recommendations and qualifications, seek 
appointment as a chaplain. This was, to the writer's 


knowledge, the first major victory of a specifically Jewish 
nature won by American Jewry in a matter touching the 
Federal government. But it was more than a Jewish victory 
and certainly more than the recognition of a blunder by 
Congress and the erasure of a mistake. Because there were 
Jews in the land who cherished the equality granted them in 
the Constitution, the practice of that equality was assured, 
not only for Jews, but for all minority religious groups. And 
Michael Allen, an innocent victim of national carelessness, 
was the direct cause of that democratic victory. 


il 


In July of 1862, then, it was permissible for rabbis to apply 
for commissions in either of two categories: as regimental 
chaplains, or as members of the newly organized hospital 
Chaplaincy. And, as might be predicted, it was not long 
before President Lincoln received a communication in this 
regard—a month later, to be explicit. It was a petition from 
the Board of Ministers of the Hebrew Congregations of 
Philadelphia, requesting the appointment of a Jewish 
hospital chaplain for the Philadelphia area. This 
representative body had met on August 19, the letter said, 
and discussed the hospital problem. Two soldiers of the 
Jewish faith had already died without the consolation of 
prayers by a Jewish clergyman, and, since Philadelphia was 
increasingly becoming a “central depository for sick and 
wounded soldiers,” more and more Jewish men would be 
sent to those hospitals. Although the Board had now 
contacted the hospital officials and were assured that their 
Secretary, the Rev. Isaac Leeser, would be notified of the 
admission of Jewish wounded, they nevertheless believed it 


advisable that a Jewish chaplain be officially appointed, and 
they suggested further that he be assigned not only to the 
Philadelphia hospitals but also to those located in “York, 
Harrisburg, Chester, and other towns at not too great a 
distance.”23 

John Hay, Secretary to Mr. Lincoln, wrote Leeser on 
September 6 that the President “recognizes the propriety of 
your suggestion, and will appoint a chaplain of your faith if 
the Board will designate a proper person for the purpose.” 
The Board of Ministers was called to conference again, and 
after deliberating on the relative merits of their varied 
membership, selected the Rev. Jacob Frankel, minister of 
Rodeph Shalom Congregation of Philadelphia, then fifty-four 
years old, as their nominee for the commission. The 
President was informed of this action, and Frankel’s 
commission arrived a few days later, duly signed by the 
President, together with all the requisite papers and 
directions.24 Thus, on September 18, 1862, Jacob Frankel 
became the first American rabbi to be appointed a military 
chaplain. 

The Rev. Frankel was a native of Grunstadt, Bavaria, 
where he was born on July 5, 1808. His family was one with 
a long musical tradition, and, at an early age, he set out on 
his first concert tour, through the Alsace-Lorraine district, 
with two brothers. His first position as cantor was in his 
native town. He next went to Mainz, where he remained for 
a number of years. In 1848, he applied for and was elected 
to, the position of Minister of Rodeph Shalom Congregation 
of Philadelphia. A pleasant and popular man, blessed with a 
stirring voice and a kindly disposition, the Rev. Frankel was 
greatly beloved by his congregation, and served it well until 
his retirement from the active ministry a year before his 
death on January 12, 1887. Contemporary descriptions of 
his gentle character and mild manner render it easy to 
understand why his fellow rabbis selected him from among 


their number to be honored with the chaplaincy assignment. 
Further evidence of his popularity can be discovered in the 
results of a good-humored election, in 1866, for the most 
popular rabbi in Philadelphia, incidental to a raffle to raise 
money for the new Jewish hospital. The Rev. Frankel’s 
friends bought so many tickets that he had more votes than 
all the other ministers combined.22 

Frankel’s service as a chaplain extended for almost three 
years, until July 1, 1865, when the war had ended.2® It was, 
of course, only a part-time activity, and his fellow rabbis 
assisted him in visiting the various military hospitals. A 
small fund was placed at his disposal for purchasing 
inexpensive gifts and necessities for the men he visited, but 
the men were most grateful for the gift of his voice. 
Frequent were the occasions when they asked him to sing 
during his rounds in the hospitals; and many were the men, 
wounded and well, who came to his synagogue whenever 
they could to hear his inspired chanting of the service. As 
best he could, Chaplain Frankel arranged for religious 
furloughs for ambulatory cases during the High Holy Days 
and at the Passover. In his typical summarizing style, Leeser 
wrote, after Frankel was mustered out, that the latter had 
“faithfully discharged the duties incident to the office, and 
the Jewish soldiers in the hospitals in this vicinity were 
properly cared for under his supervision.”22 Frankel so 
cherished this war-time experience that he framed his 
commission, signed by Lincoln and Stanton, and had it hung 
on the wall of his home, where it remained until his death. It 
has been a treasured possession of his family ever since. 
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The military chaplaincy law having been amended, Abraham 
Lincoln appointed Jacob Frankel as the first Jewish hospital 
chaplain in the United States military. Here is his 
commission signed by Lincoln with “the advice and consent 
of the Senate.” Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center 
of the American Jewish Archives. 

Frankel and the other Jewish hospital chaplain who served 
during the Civil War have all but been ignored by writers 
who have somehow assumed that because it was different, 
the hospital chaplaincy was inferior to the regimental 
chaplaincy. This is a historical error completely unwarranted 


by the facts. Both hospital and field chaplains were enrolled 
in the volunteer army and were appointed to office on 
temporary commissions. Indeed, all hospital chaplains were 
commissioned by the President and the War Department, 
whereas many regimental chaplains were appointed by 
governors and other state officials. Equal remuneration was 
provided for both types of service by Congressional law—the 
pay of a cavalry captain—but neither was responsible for 
the military duties of that rank. The same uniform 
regulations were applied to the chaplain in the field and the 
chaplain in the hospital: neither wore a military uniform; 
they were both instructed to wear their customary civilian 
garb.22 Hospital chaplains were subject to the same type of 
military discipline as regimental chaplains, and were equally 
responsible to their military superiors. For purposes of 
centralized efficiency, all hospital chaplains were 
Subordinate to the Surgeon General of the Army, and 
assigned by him to hospitals in the cities of their residence, 
where, in turn, they were supervised by the Surgeons in 
charge.22 Regimental chaplains, on the other hand, were 
Subject to the orders of their colonels. It was a fortunate 
decision to place all hospital chaplains under a single 
authority, for they could never have successfully fulfilled 
their essential role within the complicated and often 
contradictory structure of state and national military 
authority. 

Much of the confusion regarding the two types of 
appointments has resulted from the very history of the 
hospital chaplaincy itself: it was new for the entire country 
as well as for the American-Jewish community. No such 
office had existed prior to the Civil War, and Congress alone 
might never have created it even then. The urging of 
various Protestant ministers and of Archbishop John Hughes 
of New York 24 was necessary to convince President Lincoln 
of the desirability of such a new departure and then he did 


not wait for Congressional action; instead he requested 
certain clergymen to act as hospital chaplains, and pledged 
that at the first opportunity he would press Congress to 
legalize their appointments. He fulfilled his promise in his 
Annual Message to Congress on December 3, 1861, and 
such a bill was finally enacted in May 1862 (without any 
denominational provisions), a short time before the bill was 
passed which revised the regimental chaplaincy 
qualifications.22 
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In his report to the readers of The Occident informing them 
of the steps taken to secure a commission for the Rev. 
Frankel, Isaac Leeser had urged his colleagues in New York, 
Baltimore, St. Louis, and Cincinnati, to organize themselves 
as the Philadelphia rabbis had, and to apply in a similar 
fashion for Jewish chaplaincy appointments for the benefit of 
the Jewish soldiers in their areas.22 This suggestion was 
never adopted by those rabbis, but another representative 
Jewish body did make application for a hospital chaplaincy. 
The Board of Delegates of American Israelites, through its 
President, Henry Il. Hart, petitioned the President on October 
6, 1862, for an appointment as hospital chaplain for the Rev. 
Arnold Fischel, who had, from December of 1861 to the 
following April, carried on such duties in the Potomac area 
as the civilian representative of the Board, in much the 
same capacity as Jewish Welfare Board workers during 
World Wars | and Il. Fischel richly deserved such official 
recognition for his noteworthy and unique activities. His 
work had come to a halt only because the member 
congregations of the Board failed to contribute adequate 


funds to pay his expenses. But now that chaplaincy 
appointments were obtainable it was more than fitting that 
the Board should recommend him to Mr. Lincoln and ask 
that he be assigned to the hospitals in Washington and 
vicinity with which he was already so familiar. This letter of 
application 34 was endorsed by John Hay, Lincoln’s 
secretary, in these words: “The President directs me to refer 
the enclosed to the notice of the Surgeon General and to 
inquire whether a Jewish chaplain is needed here.” No other 
notation was made on the letter and there is no answer to it 
in the files of the Board of Delegates’ correspondence, 
which have been carefully preserved. 

At any rate, Fischel never received a commission and 
never served as a military chaplain. The noteworthy service 
he performed was as a Civilian. Our knowledge of his later 
career is extremely hazy, but it is reported that he returned 
to Holland shortly after this episode, although the date is 
uncertain.22 This was a disappointing conclusion to the war 
career of a rabbi who should, by virtue of his interest in, and 
efforts in behalf of, the Jewish soldiers of the Union Army, 
have been privileged ultimately to serve as an officer of that 
Army. 

There were not enough rabbis in Louisville, Kentucky, to 
form a Board of Ministers, but the entire Jewish community 
of Louisville was conscious enough of the Jewish war 
wounded in Kentucky hospitals to initiate a public 
movement to secure the appointment of a Jewish chaplain 
for that area. Prominent non-Jewish citizens joined together 
with Jews, and urged Robert Mallory, a Kentucky member of 
the House of Representatives from 1859 to 1865, to seek a 
commission for the Rev. Bernhard Henry Gotthelf, the rabbi 
of Adath Israel Congregation of Louisville. This public 
movement coincided with the furor over General Grant’s 
anti-Jewish General Order No. 11, which had so many 
repercussions in the state of Kentucky—indirect evidence 


that the majority of non-Jews in this area where Jews were 
accused of disloyalty did not share the suspicions of Grant’s 
Staff officers. The petition met with success, and the Rev. 
Gotthelf received his appointment on May 6, 1863, although 
his commission dated his rank from February 16.2 

The Rev. Gotthelf, born in Bavaria on February 5, 1819, 
had come to the United States at the age of twenty-one, 
and served congregations in the East, including Keneseth 
Israel of Philadelphia, of which he was the first cantor and 
preacher, prior to his call to Louisville in 1851. After the Civil 
War he moved to Vicksburg, Mississippi, where he 
ministered to Anshe Chesed Congregation until his death in 
1878, a victim of the yellow fever epidemic which swept the 
whole Southland that year. The inscription on his tombstone 
records his life and character in these laudatory terms: “a 
wise teacher, a faithful minister, a tender husband, a 
devoted father, a good man.”24 

So successful had been the campaign to convince the 
American public of the right of rabbis to serve as military 
chaplains, that the news of Mr. Gotthelf ’s appointment was 
noted in the public press, although chaplaincy appointments 
(for Christians, at least) were by that date quite 
commonplace. The editor of the Louisville Journal celebrated 
the occasion in these words: 


An Excellent Appointment.—We are gratified to announce 
that President Lincoln has appointed the Rev. B. Gotthelf, 
the minister of the German Jewish Congregation of this city 
as Hospital Chaplain, to be stationed here. The fact that a 
very respectable number of Jewish soldiers have been and 
still are receiving medical treatment at our hospitals having 
been brought to the notice of the Hon. Robert Mallory, he 
made an application for the appointment of Mr. Gotthelf, 
which we took pleasure, with other citizens, in endorsing. 
These invalids can now enjoy the instruction and 


consolation of a minister of their own faith, and we are, 
therefore, convinced that the appointment was as timely as 
it is well merited.38 


A careful search for family papers and examination of 
contemporary periodicals has disclosed only one interesting 
detail of the Rev. Gotthelf ’s twenty-eight months of 
chaplaincy service (he was mustered out of the Army on 
August 26, 1865). Since the responsibility of the Civil War 
chaplain towards his men included the provision of various 
items of comfort and entertainment, the Rev. Gotthelf was 
eager to obtain reading matter for his men, most of whom 
were German-Jewish immigrants. During January and 
February of the final year of the war, he made a tour of the 
larger Jewish communities of the midwest to secure 
donations in cash, and in books, to establish German 
language libraries in the various military hospitals under his 
jurisdiction. An editorial in The Israelite endorsing the 
purposes of this trip conveyed the information that “there 
are almost always from 2, 000 to 3, 000 sick and wounded 
German soldiers in [the Louisville] hospitals, among them 
from 200 to 300 Israelites.”22 Undoubtedly the libraries were 
to be assembled for the use of all German-speaking 
patients, non-Jews as well as Jews. Perhaps this was the first 
example of that type of non-denominational service which 
Jewish chaplains and war service agencies rendered so 
frequently during the subsequent wars of the United States. 

In Cincinnati, at least, Rabbi Wise’s assurance that “Mr. G., 
well known to our readers, will find the encouragement this 
matter deserves,” was not disappointed. Beth El Lodge of 
B'nai B'rith appointed a special committee to assist Mr. 
Gotthelf in the project, as did other Jewish lodges in the 
community. There is no record of the other cities which 
Gotthelf visited, or of the general success of his tour, but 
the whispered word of criticism, which seems to make the 


lives of so many rabbis miserable, pursued even this 
meritorious mission of beneficence. One William 
Kriegshaber of Louisville was compelled later to send a 
public letter of retraction to The Israelite, apologizing for 
some bitter reflections on the character of the Rev. Gotthelf 
and of his mission which he had written to friends in 
Cincinnati. This episode marks the sum total of the 
information available concerning Gotthelf ’s military career. 
It was unfortunately typical of Jewish interests during the 
Civil War that once Jewish chaplains were appointed, their 
work was all but ignored by the Jewish press, and the more 
glamorous military exploits of individual Jews received the 
greater amount of publicity. 


NOTES 


1. See The United States Army Chaplaincy (War 
Department Pamphlet 16-1), Washington, DC, 1946, for a 
detailed study of the historical development of the Army 
Chaplaincy. 

2. See statistics and lists of Jews in the Union and 
Confederate armies and navies in Simon Wolf, The American 
Jew as Patriot, Soldier and Citizen, Philadelphia 1895. 

3. Journal of the Congress of the Confederate States of 
America 1861-1865, Washington, DC, 1904, Il, pp. 160, 196. 
Ella Lonn (Foreigners in the Confederacy, Chapel Hill 1940, 
p. 265) erroneously refers to the Rev. Jacob Frankel, who will 
be discussed later in this essay, as a Confederate chaplain. 
Miss Lonn obviously misread a vague phrase in the authority 
which she cites, Mrs. Townes R. Leigh, “The Jews in the 
Confederacy,” Southern Historical Society Papers XXXIX, p. 
178, where it is not clearly stated that Frankel was a Union 
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That Obnoxious Order 


John Simon 


“That obnoxious order,” Julia Dent Grant called it. She 
disliked General Order Number Eleven, issued by her 
husband, Major General Ulysses S. Grant, on December 17, 
1862. The order read: 


|. The Jews, as a class, violating every regulation of trade 
established by the Treasury Department, and also 
Department orders, are hereby expelled from the 
Department. II. Within twenty-four hours from the receipt of 
this order by Post Commanders, they will see that all of this 
class of people are furnished with passes and required to 
leave, and any one returning after such notification, will be 
arrested and held in confinement until an opportunity occurs 
of sending them out as prisoners unless furnished with 
permits from these Head Quarters. Ill. No permits will be 
given these people to visit Head Quarters for the purpose of 
making personal application for trade permits. 

Why did Grant issue such an order? This remains a puzzle 
with only a partial solution. On the day of the order’s issue, 
Grant advanced into Mississippi along the line of the 
Mississippi Central Railroad, and reached Oxford. From there 
he instructed Major General William T. Sherman to lead an 


expedition down the Mississippi River to Vicksburg, the 
ultimate objective of Grant’s campaign. 

Though he planned a pincer'’s movement on the 
Confederate citadel, Grant knew relatively little about the 
strength of the army before him or of the Vicksburg 
defenses. Already two Confederate cavalry commanders, 
Major General Earl Van Dorn and Brigadier Nathan B. 
Forrest, were preparing to cut Grant’s supply line. They 
struck three days later, Van Dorn at Holly Springs, 
Mississippi, Forrest further north in Tennessee. 


Reprinted with permission from Civil War Times Illustrated 
23:6 (1984): 12-17, copyright © 1984 by Civil War Times. 


On December 17, Grant knew that his army had advanced 
deep into Mississippi with a tenuous supply line, that enemy 
forces remained intact and mobile, and that his army ran 
the risk of fighting the same Confederate forces on separate 
fields. Given his military anxieties, he could hardly be 
expected to devote enough thought to matters of trade. But 
such concerns constantly intruded. 

Grant’s victory at Fort Donelson, Tennessee, in February 
1862 had cracked the Confederate defense line in 
Tennessee, opening part of the cotton kingdom to Federal 
occupation, and through the year, as U.S. armies advanced, 
more of the plantation South came within Federal lines. The 
outbreak of war had so increased the value of cotton in the 
North and in Europe that planters continued to grow it, 
despite the Confederate embargo. By the end of the year, 
Grant’s advance carried him toward the richest plantations, 
some storing both 1861 and 1862 crops. 

A confused and ambivalent U.S. Government policy on 
trade provided generous loopholes for the enterprising and 
unscrupulous. When war began, Secretary of the Treasury 


Salmon P. Chase moved immediately to halt the shipping of 
“munitions of war” to the Confederacy, but not until August 
1861 did President Abraham Lincoln give the Treasury 
authority to regulate trade with insurrectionary regions. 
Chase believed that trade should follow the flag, and as 
armies moved southward, Treasury agents gave permits to 
loyal citizens to resume normal commerce. Such a policy, 
Chase believed, would reconcile citizens to the Federal 
government and benefit the Northern economy through the 
flow of needed Southern products. 

What looked sound and sensible from Washington looked 
disgraceful from army headquarters in Mississippi, where 
everyone knew how often goods traded by “loyal” persons 
behind the lines seeped southward to the Confederacy in 
exchange for cotton. The war had cut off the supply of 
cotton to New England mills and the world market, 
multiplying traditional prices. The government expected the 
army to seize captured and abandoned cotton for sale to 
benefit the Treasury, thus defraying the staggering cost of 
war and ending the cotton famine. But as the army 
advanced, patriotic Confederates burned their cotton, rather 
than lose their hoards without payment and help the North 
win the war. Rebels aware of the imminent arrival of the 
enemy and reluctant to torch their only capital asset did 
have an alternative. Traders or their agents who slipped 
through the lines offered gold, weapons, or medicine in 
return for these doomed bales. Such illegal and unpatriotic 
practices were lucrative enough to warrant the risk, and 
speculators who bought the cotton stood to make sufficient 
profit to enable them to bribe officers and officials to look 
away or even to assist as they smuggled cotton through the 
lines. Once through the lines, cotton might pass through 
different hands on the way to market, and smuggled bales, 
looking the same as those from occupied regions, defied 
efforts to trace their origin. 


Wartime cotton trade in the Mississippi Valley outraged 
patriotic Northerners, soldiers and civilians alike. 
Unscrupulous traders enabled Confederates to fight more 
effectively by supplying gold and scarce goods, deprived the 
U.S. Treasury of revenue, and corrupted the military. Officers 
and journalists frequently blamed this trade on Jews. When 
the war began, some 150, 000 Jews lived in the United 
States, about two-thirds of whom, born abroad, had crossed 
the Atlantic for much the same reasons motivating other 
recent immigrants from Europe. Like other immigrants, they 
more often settled in the North than the South, and 
disproportionately in cities. Whether or not they were 
disproportionate participants in the wartime cotton trade 
cannot be determined, but contemporaries wrote as if they 
were. An 1863 investigation of cotton-buying in the 
Mississippi Valley involved hundreds of soldiers and civilians, 
only four of them Jewish. Some ugly remarks about “Jew 
traders” may have been intended as insults to non-Jewish 
traders, but nonetheless had the effect of strengthening the 
impression that Jews dominated the cotton business. 

Seeking the roots of this prejudice requires turning to the 
mass immigration of earlier years. In one decade, 1845- 
1854, 2, 939, 000 newcomers, largely from Germany and 
Ireland, added some 14.5 percent to the population of the 
United States. Such enormous numbers created social, 
economic, and political strains on Americans who called 
themselves natives, a group that always excluded the 
Indians. The sins of the Irish included voting Democratic and 
practicing Catholicism, the latter a source of outrage to 
many Protestants who found difficulty enough in tolerating 
each other. Between 1834 and the late 1850s, religious 
rioting erupted in many cities, and some twenty Catholic 
churches were burned in places ranging from Maine to 
Texas. Resentment of foreigners and their religions gave rise 
to political groups of nativists. This reached high tide in the 
Know-Nothing surge of 1854 and the American Party of 


1856. Before thinking better of it, Grant attended one 
meeting of a Know-Nothing lodge after his rejection for the 
post of county engineer in St. Louis in favor of a German 
immigrant. 

Immigration ebbed and the slavery controversy grew as 
the Civil War approached, but nativism never disappeared. 
Tensions and animosities from the preceding decade 
provided tinder awaiting a spark. Ethnic and religious 
stereotypes remained a staple for newspaper articles. 
Cotton speculation, a risky and immoral enterprise, would 
naturally attract Jews and Yankees, some assumed, so the 
stereotypes and accusations circulated unencumbered. 

Before the Civil War, American Jews lacked national 
organization, and generally those North or South followed 
regional politics and practices. Rabbis who took stands on 
Slavery usually reflected their location, but one in New York 
City had defended slavery as sanctioned by the Bible, while 
another in slaveholding Baltimore acquired a reputation as 
an Abolitionist. 

When war began, Jews enlisted in local regiments much 
like their fellow citizens. Ultimately, an estimated 10, 000 
Jewish soldiers served North and South. But, especially in 
the North, many Jews enlisted in regiments in groups. When 
Grant issued General Order Number Eleven, the highest 
ranking Jewish officer in his command, Lieutenant Colonel 
Marcus M. Spiegel, 120th Ohio, son of a German rabbi, was 
with his regiment on Sherman’s expedition to Vicksburg. 

Although Jews were more numerous in the North, they 
were more prominent in the South, if only because Judah P. 
Benjamin, former U.S. Senator from Louisiana, held (at 
various times) three different Cabinet posts in the 
Confederate Government. Confederates were not, however, 
immune to the Antisemitism embodied in Grant’s orders. 
Critics of Benjamin in the South as well as the North 
constantly harped on his ancestry. Confederates in 
Thomasville, Georgia, asserting that German Jews passed 


counterfeit money and raised prices through speculation, 
demanded their expulsion from Thomasville. Prejudice 
pervaded both North and South; Grant hardly invented it. 

Grant’s imperial Department of the Tennessee stretched 
from northern Mississippi to Cairo, Illinois; and from the 
Mississippi River to the Tennessee River. Within this domain, 
he delegated administrative duties to subordinates while 
concentrating his attention on the armies moving 
southward. But he could not ignore the civil problems of his 
department. Both Grant and Sherman vehemently but 
fruitlessly protested current trade regulations as fostering 
fraud and corruption. Constantly vexed by the cotton trade, 
Grant fell prey to the pervasive Antisemitism of the day. 

On July 26, 1862, Grant telegraphed from Corinth, 
Mississippi, to his subordinate at Columbus, Kentucky. 
“Examine the baggage of all speculators coming South, and, 
when they have specie, turn them back. If medicine and 
other contraband articles, arrest them and confiscate the 
contraband articles. Jews should receive special attention.” 
On November 9, he telegraphed to Major General Stephen 
A. Hurlbut at Memphis: “Refuse all permits to come south of 
Jackson for the present. The Israelites especially should be 
kept out.” The following day, Grant instructed his 
superintendent of military railroads: “Give orders to all the 
conductors ... on the road that no Jews are to be permitted 
to travel on the Rail Road southward from any point[.] They 
may go north and be encouraged in it but they are such an 
intolerable nuisance. That the Department must be purged 
for them[.]” Even so, when Colonel John Van Deusen Du Bois 
issued orders on December 8 expelling “Cotton-Speculators, 
Jews and other Vagrants” from Holly Springs, Grant 
immediately ordered them revoked as violating instructions 
from Washington encouraging cotton shipping from the 
South. 

Grant’s prompt revocation of Du Bois’s order makes more 
puzzling his issuance of similar orders within a few days. 


The timing suggests that Grant’s rage was ignited by the 
arrival of his father in Mississippi to buy cotton for a Jewish 
firm in Cincinnati in return for one-quarter of the profits. 
Jesse R. Grant was no simpleton ensnared by crafty 
speculators. A shrewd and aggressive businessman, he rose 
from poverty to affluence through attention to business. A 
neighbor remembered him as one willing “to follow a dollar 
to hell.” 

Jesse’s relationship with his son was complex. It was the 
father who had arranged the son’s appointment to West 
Point, but Ulysses said, “I won’t go.” Later, young Grant 
responded, that “he thought | would, and / thought so too if 
he did.” When Ulysses resigned from the army fifteen years 
later, his father-in-law rather than his father tried to help 
him establish a farm, and when necessity eventually drove 
him to his family’s leather store in Galena, Illinois, he 
worked for a younger brother for a _ less-than-generous 
Salary. 

Jesse’s efforts to defend his son in newspapers and to gain 
military appointments for friends embarrassed the general. 
But Ulysses never broke with his father, and through his rise 
to fame during the Civil War frequently wrote to him, 
apparently seeking his approval. However, Jesse’s attempt 
to use his paternity as a source of cotton profits was the last 
straw. On the eve of his father’s arrival, Ulysses complained 
of “speculators whose patriotism is measured by dollars & 
cents. Country has no value with them compared to money.” 
Suddenly he realized that his father fit this condemnation. 
Ulysses displaced his anger, lashing out at his father’s 
Jewish partners. 

Grant’Ss anger appeared even more clearly in a letter 
written the day the orders were issued, addressed to 
Assistant Secretary of War Christopher P. Wolcott. 


| have long since believed that in spite of all the vigilance 
that can be infused into Post Commanders that the Specie 
regulations of the Treasury Dept. have been violated, and 
that mostly by Jews and other unprincipled traders. So well 
satisfied of this have | been that | instructed the Commandg 
Officer at Columbus to refuse all permits to Jews to come 
south, and frequently have had them expelled from the 
Dept. But they come in with their Carpet sacks in spite of all 
that can be done to prevent it. The Jews seem to be a 
privileged class that can travel any where. They will land at 
any wood yard or landing on the river and make their way 
through the country. If not permitted to buy Cotton 
themselves they will act as Agents for some one else who 
will be at a Military post, with a Treasury permit to receive 
Cotton and pay for it in Treasury notes which the Jew will 
buy up at an agreed rate, paying gold. There is but one way 
that | know of to reach this case. That is for Government to 
buy all the Cotton at a fixed rate and send it to Cairo, St 
Louis or some other point to be sold. Then all traders, they 
are a curse to the Army, might be expelled. 


Grant’s reference in his orders to Jews as a “class” made 
no sense and created considerable confusion in 
enforcement. Several officers asked whether the orders 
applied to Jewish sutlers, the licensed traders who 
accompanied regiments. At least one Jewish officer 
resigned. Captain Philip Trounstine, 5th Ohio Cavalry, writing 
from Moscow, Tennessee, explained that he was “either 
fortunately or unfortunately born of Jewish parents,” that he 
owed “filial affection to my parents, Devotion to my 
Religion, and a deep regard for the opinion of my friends” 
and could “no longer, bear the taunts and malice, of those 
to whom my religious opinions are known.” 

Information about enforcement within the Department of 
the Tennessee remains hazy, but the orders were zealously 


enforced at Paducah, Kentucky, where Jews were expelled 
on twenty-four-hour notice. Entire families were driven from 
their homes. Two women lying ill were exempt; two army 
veterans were not. In his inaugural address in 1869, 
President Grant stated: “I know no method to secure the 
repeal of bad or obnoxious laws so effective as their 
stringent execution.” Nowhere had this been more 
effectively demonstrated than in Paducah, where Jewish 
leaders began a protest eventually heard in Washington. 


Henry Mack, who had made his fortune as a clothing 
merchant and manufacturer, was one of the largest 
suppliers of uniforms to the Union Army during the war, and 
a prominent member of Cincinnati’s Jewish community. In 
December 1862 he entered into fateful partnership with 
Jesse Grant to speculate in cotton. Jesse’s son Ulysses S. 
Grant had recently been appointed as commander of the 


Department of the Tennessee, controlling a vast territory 
that served as a major conduit for trade in illicit Southern 
cotton. Jesse Grant and Henry Mack hoped to profit from this 
familial connection. Instead Ulysses S. Grant was enraged 
by his father’s efforts at influence peddling, perhaps 
contributing to the vehemence of his General Order Number 
11. Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the 
American Jewish Archives. 

Cesar F. Kaskel of Paducah, barred from telegraphing 
Grant under terms of the orders, telegraphed to Lincoln 
instead. Then he proceeded toward Washington, along the 
way visiting or writing to Jewish leaders to create pressure 
against the orders. Kaskel headed toward the right man. 
During the 1850s, Lincoln had flatly rejected any political 
advantage through harnessing nativism and in 1855 wrote: 


| am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could | be? 
How can anyone who abhors the oppression of negroes, be 
in favor of degrading classes of white people? Our progress 
in degeneracy appears to me to be pretty rapid. As a nation, 
we began by declaring that “all men are created equal.” We 
now practically read it “all men are created equal, except 
negroes.” When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read 
“all men are created equal, except negroes, and foreigners, 
and catholics.” When it comes to this | should prefer 
emigrating to some country where they make no pretence 
of loving liberty—to Russia, for instance, where despotism 
can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocracy. 


Lincoln apparently knew nothing about Grant’s orders 
until Kaskel arrived. After hearing Kaskel, Lincoln wrote a 
note—unfortunately lost—to Major General Henry W. 
Halleck. 


In response, on January 4, 1863, Halleck sent Grant a 
characteristically cautious telegram. “A paper purporting to 
be a Genl Order No. 11 issued by you Dec 17th had been 
presented here. By its term it expels all Jews from your 
Dept. If such an order has been issued, it will be 
immediately revoked.” On the following day, Colonel John C. 
Kelton in Halleck’s office wrote to Grant, “Permit me to 
inform you unofficially the objection taken to your Genl 
Order No 11. It excluded a whole class, instead of certain 
obnoxious individuals. Had the word ‘pedler’ been inserted 
after Jew | do not suppose any exception would have been 
taken to the order. Several officers and a number of enlisted 
men in your Dept are Jews. A Govr of one of the Western 
states is a Jew.” Kelton presumably meant Governor Edward 
Salomon of Wisconsin, who was a Lutheran. 

People of the period knew far more about stereotypes 
than they knew about Jews. Just how successfully Grant and 
his subordinates could identify Jews remains problematical; 
had Grant known more about Jews, he would have 
remembered those who fought in his army. 

Halleck himself wrote to Grant on January 21: “It may be 
proper to give you some explanation of the revocation of 
your order expelling all Jews from your Dept. The President 
has no objection to your expelling traders & Jew pedlars, 
which | suppose was the object of your order, but as it in 
terms prescribed an entire religious class, some of whom 
are fighting in our ranks, the President deemed it necessary 
to revoke it.” 

After receiving Halleck’s telegram, Grant revoked the 
orders. Consequently, Congress tabled censure resolutions 
introduced in the House and Senate. General Orders 
Number Eleven might then have been forgotten. But its 
author entered politics. 

Presidential campaign pressures forced Grant to write 
something for publication on a topic he did not want to 
discuss, and through the remainder of his life he chose to 


maintain public silence about his expulsion of the Jews. The 
incident received no mention in the two volumes of his 
Memoirs and even today is better known in American Jewish 
history than in Civil War history. Grant’s wife, however, 
remembered his speaking of “that obnoxious order” and of 
the Congressional resolutions which he said were deserved, 
“as he had no right to make an order against any special 
sect.” 
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Civil War Exodus 


The Jews and Grant’s General Order No. 11 


Stephen V. Ash 


The popular mind commonly envisages the Civil War in 
images of battlefield heroics and exalted statesmanship to 
the exclusion of the more petty manifestations of the human 
spirit—greed, hatred, prejudice. But the latter were 
epidemic in America in the 1860s, spawned and nurtured by 
the virulent nature of the world’s first modern war. An event 
in late 1862—the forced removal of innocent Jewish families 
from Paducah, Kentucky—exemplifies this ugly phenomenon 
clearly and brings to light some less familiar aspects of 
America’s experience during those years. Though historians 
have not ignored this episode altogether, they have not yet 
fully accounted for it. This essay, examining sources never 
before used in this connection, explores the background of 
events in Paducah to show that the incident, far from being 
fortuitous, was in fact the climax to a story of evolving 
social turmoil in wartime America. 

In mid-December 1862, the world seemed a cheerless 
place to Ulysses S. Grant. The more the general reflected 
upon the exasperating circumstances in which he found 
himself, the more disconsolate he became. In a letter to his 
sister Mary he allowed himself an uncharacteristic moment 


of self-pity. “For a consciencious [s/c] person, and | profess 
to be one,” he said, “this is a most slavish life.”+ 

Grant was writing from his headquarters in Oxford, 
Mississippi, the farthest point of advance in his first 
Campaign down the Mississippi Valley against the 
Confederate stronghold at Vicksburg. While General William 
T. Sherman massed a second force upriver in preparation for 
a surprise amphibious assault on the city, Grant and his 
men found themselves alone, advancing more and more 
deeply into Rebel territory along a fragile railroad line in the 
hope of decoying the main body of the enemy away from 
the Vicksburg defenses. Confederate cavalry under Nathan 
Bedford Forrest and Earl Van Dorn flitted annoyingly around 
the flanks of the army, popping up at inopportune moments. 
Swarms of “contraband” slaves trailed behind the blue-clad 
troops, creating extra problems of administration and 
supply. To add to Grant’s woes, he was the object of swelling 
criticism from the victory-starved Northern public for the 
alleged shortcomings of his strategy; publicly he sloughed 
off these attacks, but privately he admitted the 
“mortification” they caused him.2 And as though these 
vexations were not enough to keep him overworked and 
miserable, Grant was forced to deal daily with another 
problem so thorny and maddening that it often made all the 
rest seem facile by contrast. This was the question of 
cotton. 


Reprinted, with minor abridgement, with permission of 
Stephen V. Ash from The Historian 44 (August 1982): 505- 
523, copyright © 1982 by Phi Alpha Theta. 


There were those who claimed that cotton was what the 
war was really all about. Whether this is true or not, it is 


certain that cotton became a crucial issue after the conflict 
began. At the heart of the matter was the fact that the 
South had cotton and much of the rest of the world wanted 
it. Abraham Lincoln tried at first to deny the Rebels the 
benefits of foreign trade by keeping all of the cotton in the 
South, but he soon had to reconsider the matter. Certain 
industries and businesses in Europe and America depended 
heavily on the cotton trade, and they worked vigorously to 
persuade the president to lift his strict embargo. Border 
states, particularly Kentucky, wanted trade with the South 
kept open, and Lincoln, at least early in the war, was afraid 
to risk offending them. Furthermore, his own armies needed 
limited amounts of cotton for such articles as tents. The 
necessity for compromise between the opposing demands 
of war and politics soon became obvious to Lincoln. Within a 
few weeks after Fort Sumter, the president and Treasury 
Secretary Salmon P. Chase resolved to relax the land 
blockade enough to allow limited trade in those parts of the 
Confederacy in Union hands; that is, as Chase phrased it, 
they decided “to let commerce follow the flag.” This policy 
was welcomed at first by sympathetic army officers who 
recognized that destitute Southerners in occupied areas 
often had nothing of value left in the world but a few bales 
of cotton. Restrictions were gradually lifted so that by the 
summer of 1862 military authorities were under orders to 
provide “all possible facilities” for moving cotton out, and in 
September alone 14, 000 bales worth three million dollars 
were shipped up the Mississippi.2 

This measure remedied certain problems _ but 
unfortunately begat a multitude of others. The whole policy 
was probably as mismanaged as any government operation 
of the war. The worst mistake was that, in the great tradition 
of American free enterprise, no one ever considered 
granting the government a monopoly of the cotton trade. 
Instead, private individuals were licensed to follow the 


armies and deal in cotton. In 1862, as Northern troops 
marched into the heart of the Cotton Belt and the 
commodity’s price skyrocketed to three or four times its 
prewar value, hopeful buyers flocked to the occupied towns, 
hot on the scent of cotton deals. Official regulations 
governing the trade were vague and often contradictory, 
and no one was even sure whether the army or the Treasury 
Department had ultimate authority. Chase himself conceded 
that the whole problem was “exceedingly arduous and 
perplexing,” and nearly impossible to resolve satisfactorily.4 

Worst of all, the burgeoning trade attracted a good 
number of men of dubious character; and the enormous 
profits to be made seduced others who had begun honestly, 
so that the whole affair rapidly degenerated into something 
close to an orgy of corruption. The scene in the Mississippi 
Valley in 1862 tends to affirm the assertion of one 
Southerner that cotton made “more damn rascals on both 
sides than everything else” during the war. A scandalized 
correspondent of the Chicago Tribune described the 
spectacle at Grant’s supply base in Mississippi in December: 
“If ever a community were insane, or afflicted with a 
disgusting moral malady, it is the crowds of speculators and 
vagrants which have congregated at Holly Springs to deal in 
cotton—they have ‘cotton’ on the brain—every one of 
them.”2 

Grant and his generals fumed bitterly about the necessity 
of tolerating and even abetting this carnival of greed while 
trying to carry on the war. Army headquarters was 
constantly besieged by speculators importuning the 
commanding general for permits and transportation. Even 
worse, traders traveling back and forth through the lines 
carried vital military intelligence to the enemy, or so Grant 
believed, as well as passing gold to the Confederates with 
which they could purchase war supplies abroad. Grant was 
also convinced that it demoralized his troops to be used to 


protect this trade for the benefit of rapacious and 
unscrupulous civilians whose “patriotism is measured by 
dollars & cents.” “I will venture that no honest man has 
made money in West Tennessee in the last year,” he 
declared in 1863, “whilst many fortunes have been made 
there.” Sherman was equally incensed. “We cannot carry on 
war and trade with a people at the same time,” he 
grumbled. “Of course our lives are nothing in the scales of 
profit with our commercial people.”® 

Inevitably some military men were themselves lured into 
the trade by the dazzling vision of a quick fortune. A War 
Department agent reported from Memphis, with some 
hyperbole, that “every colonel, captain, or quartermaster is 
in secret partnership with some operator in cotton; every 
soldier dreams of adding a bale of cotton to his monthly 
pay.” A New York Times correspondent on the Mississippi 
wrote that he had met officers “who, six months ago, could 
scarcely raise sufficient money to buy a clean shirt, but who 
to-day have a ‘clean’ half million.”2 

The resentment felt within the army toward the cotton 
trade and its avaricious agents was natural and 
understandable. But what grew out of this general animosity 
was a malevolent strain of bigotry. A good many of the 
cotton speculators hounding the army were Jewish, and 
(whatever their actual proportion among the traders) the 
Jews came to epitomize in the eyes of Grant and his men 
the worst characteristics of all the speculators. The terms 
Jew and trader were in fact often used synonymously. 
Virtually every diatribe delivered against the speculators by 
army officers or others in the Mississippi Valley in 1862 
betrayed a core of Antisemitism. Sherman habitually 
denounced “Jews and speculators” in the same breath, and 
Grant ordered officers dealing with traders to take special 
precautions with the “Isrealites [sic].” A Treasury 
Department agent informed Secretary Chase in May that the 


booming cotton business was drawing “swarms of Jews and 
a good many white men.” Newspaper correspondents with 
the army were also infected by this pervasive prejudice; 
they sent regular reports to their readers back home about 
the nefarious activities of the “pork-hating descendants of 
Abraham” and the “oleaginous children of Israel.” 8 

The fact is that the Jews were neither the most numerous 
nor the most iniquitous of the legion of sharpers following 
the army; their peccadilloes were certainly no greater than 
the misdeeds of any number of crooked Yankees, Treasury 
agents, and army officers. But the Jews were active, andina 
largely rural, old-stock population they were easily 
identifiable by their manners, accents, and surnames. And, 
too, they bore the burden of ancient stereotypes. The Jews 
thus became for Grant and his harassed officers a 
convenient symbol of all the frustrations and annoyances 
with which they were contending. By late 1862 Grant’s army 
was operating in an atmosphere of growing intolerance 
which would lead ultimately to tragic consequences. 

As Grant began his Mississippi campaign in November, he 
was reconciled to the necessity of permitting trade but 
determined to exercise strictly what little discretion he 
retained in the matter. He was authorized to regulate the 
traders in his military department (which included northern 
Mississippi, the western parts of Kentucky and Tennessee, 
and Cairo, Illinois), and soon there issued from his 
headquarters a series of orders requiring licenses for 
trading, forbidding the use of government transportation to 
haul cotton, and designating the areas where the license 
holders could travel and do business. During the next 
weeks, Grant energetically enforced these edicts and others 
from the Treasury Department, frequently availing himself of 
his prerogative to expel violators from his department.2 He 
thus went as far as he could to check the worst abuses, but 
he still felt constrained by the letter of government 


instructions. When the provoked post commander at Holly 
Springs promulgated a sweeping order in early December 
designed to banish all traders from the town, Grant was 
forced, though reluctant, to overrule it.22 

But complaints about the speculators and reports of 
violations continued to pour into headquarters. As usual 
these reports emphasized the miscreancy of the Jews, and 
Grant, predisposed to believe such allegations, was soon 
entirely convinced that the Jews were the main, indeed the 
only, perpetrators. He drew a distinction between the Jews 
and other traders, called them an “intolerable nuisance,” 
and repeatedly instructed his subordinates to endeavor to 
keep them out of the department altogether4! His 
disposition was not improved when he learned that his own 
father had formed a cotton speculating partnership in 
Cincinnati with a group of Jewish merchants and had come 
down the river to wheedle a trading license from his son.+2 

By mid-December, as Grant sat writing his sister and 
bemoaning his “slavish life,” his spirits had reached low 
ebb. The military campaign had been proceeding at an 
irritating crawl; the Northern press and public had become 
increasingly querulous and the speculators more 
bothersome. The climax came on December 17. As Grant 
recalled later, the mail that evening brought a batch of 
complaints about the Jews in his department, forwarded to 
him from army headquarters in Washington. There may also 
have been some implicit or explicit reprimand for allowing 
their mischief to continue.ł3 At any rate, Grant had had 
enough. Hastily he wrote out or dictated General Orders No. 
11.44 As the order was being copied and sent out, Grant’s 
chief of staff, John A. Rawlins, raised objections to its 
discriminatory intent. But Grant was adamant. “Well, they 
can countermand this from Washington if they like,” he 
declared, “but we will issue it anyhow.” 1 


Undoubtedly, as Grant later claimed, the order was in 
great part the product of haste, petulance, and 
thoughtlessness. The strain of weeks of campaigning and 
public attacks on him may have warped Grant’s judgment. 
Yet, at the same time, General Orders No. 11 was a logical 
culmination of the history of Antisemitism in Grant’s army 
and his own intensifying bigotry, a culmination shaped by 
the penchant of the soldier for quick and decisive remedies 
based on military considerations alone. “During war times 
these nice distinctions were disregarded,” Grant explained 
some years afterwards. “We had no time to handle things 
with kid gloves.”+8 

Grant’s men did not need to be reminded that kid gloves 
were unnecessary, and in the vicinity of the army they 
began to carry out the order with alacrity. Jews were singled 
out and given notice to leave without delay. One group in 
Holly Springs was even refused rail transportation and had 
to trudge forty miles to Memphis on foot. When one of the 
group, Lazarus Silberman of Chicago, tried to telegraph 
Grant’s headquarters for confirmation of the order, he was 
arrested, clapped into jail, and forced to cool his heels 
overnight. Military officers, no doubt relishing the long- 
awaited chance to rid the army of this scourge, did not 
waste time considering mitigating circumstances in 
individual cases; the fact of a man’s Jewishness was 
enough. Four hapless Northern Jews who had been detained 
in the Confederacy since the start of the war and had at last 
been permitted to leave were making their way towards 
Grant’s lines; unluckily, they arrived in Oxford on December 
18; they were arrested, dispossessed of their baggage, 
horse, and buggy, and sent on their way north with a 
gratuitous warning not to return. Reportedly, some Jews who 
were legitimate residents of the area were sent packing 
along with the rest.t4 Gentile speculators were not 
molested, and their lucrative activities continued 


unabated.22 (Ironically, many would see their fortunes 
literally go up in smoke a few days later when Van Dorn’s 
cavalry made a surprise attack on the base at Holly Springs 
and destroyed it, cotton and all.) 

The remarkable thing is that the whole affair very nearly 
ended here. The terms of the order included Grant’s entire 
department, but outside the immediate environs of the main 
body of the army there was almost no attempt at 
enforcement. Though Jewish speculators were trading at 
many towns along the river, local commanders apparently 
were not annoyed by their presence, or they interpreted the 
order to apply only to the area around army headquarters. 
Perhaps, aS was reported of General Jeremiah Sullivan at 
Jackson, Tennessee, some thought the directive was unjust 
and simply refused to comply with it. Others may never 
have received the order in the confusion following the Holly 
Springs raid. Whatever the reasons, outside of northern 
Mississippi the order was practically a dead letter.42 But 
there was one conspicuous exception, and what happened 
there brought the whole matter to the attention of the 
nation and vividly illustrated the intolerance and hatred 
emerging in the Mississippi Valley under the stress of war. 

The dissemination of orders from Grant’s remote 
headquarters was slow, and it was not until late December 
that General Orders No. 11 reached the desk of Provost 
Marshal L. J. Wardell at Paducah, in western Kentucky fifty 
miles up the Ohio River from its confluence with the 
Mississippi. But whereas others had ignored the order, 
Wardell determined to enforce it with a vengeance, and here 
Grant’s careless haste bore its bitterest fruit. Bad as the 
order was, Grant had meant it to apply only to Jewish cotton 
speculators following the army. But his ill-considered 
wording was not explicit. Seizing on this technicality, 
Captain Wardell set about to remove from Paducah every 
Jewish man, woman, and child living there. Terse official 


notices were dispatched to the thirty or so Jewish heads of 
families, commanding them “to leave the city of Paducah, 
Kentucky, within twenty-four hours after receiving this 
order.” That most of these Jews were well-established and 
longtime residents, that none was involved with cotton 
speculation in Grant’s far-off army, and that at least two had 
served in the Union army, was of no consideration. Hurriedly 
these people locked up their homes and shops and 
embarked on a river steamer going up the Ohio River 
toward Cincinnati, almost abandoning a baby in the 
pandemonium. Only two sick women were allowed to stay 
behind.22 

Why Paducah? What can account for the extraordinary 
turn of events in this town, alone among all in Grant’s 
command? That the original intent of the order could have 
become so perverted there was probably due less to the 
individual prejudice or unthinking obedience of Provost 
Marshal Wardell than to the volatile situation that had been 
unfolding in Paducah during the war. Paducah was a 
microcosm of the wartime Mississippi Valley. In it can be 
discerned, in a peculiarly intensified form, all the instability, 
tension, and conflict which convulsed the whole region 
during the turbulent war years. As so often happens, 
growing social, political, and economic pressures in Paducah 
would find an outlet in actions against a helpless minority. 

Any reasonably perceptive observer in 1861 might have 
anticipated the turmoil that Paducah would experience in 
the coming years. While the slave state of Kentucky was 
saved for the Union, political sentiment in Paducah was 
deeply divided, as it was in many river towns with 
commercial ties to the lower South. The city was first 
occupied in September 1861 by a small force under Grant, 
who noted the prevalence of Rebel flags and flagrant acts of 
disloyalty. A bitter contest ensued between the unionist and 
secessionist factions for political control of Paducah; some 


believed that only the federal military presence prevented 
outright violence. The troops did in fact ensure that the 
unionists would prevail in Paducah; but pro-Southern 
sympathy remained widespread (probably even 
preponderant), and the conflict simmered throughout 1862. 
Friction was aggravated by the influx into the city of 
hundreds of pro-union refugees from Tennessee, resentful at 
finding themselves in less than hospitable surroundings. 
Furthermore, even within the dominant political coalition, 
harmony was ephemeral; the army, local unionists, and 
federal civilian authorities all competed for power and 
frequently clashed. 

The political strife spilled over into the economic sphere. 
Paducah in the antebellum period was a prosperous and 
important entrepôt in the Mississippi-Ohio River trade, but 
with the war Southern sources and markets were cut off, 
trade declined, and competition among  Paducah’s 
merchants for the remaining commerce intensified. In the 
autumn of 1861 the federal government declared western 
Kentucky to be under “insurrectionary influence,” and the 
Treasury Department took control of all trade in the region 
to prevent commercial intercourse with the Confederacy. In 
Paducah a board of loyal merchants was empowered to rule 
on the fitness of others who applied for the required trade 
permits; needless to say, political allegiance was the prime 
consideration, and policy was explicitly directed toward 
favoring loyal citizens at the expense of secessionists. The 
unionists’ political and economic hegemony was thus 
established, but their hold was tenuous and_ their 
uneasiness did not diminish. 

A third complicating and unsettling factor in Paducah was 
the presence there of a growing number of runaway slaves; 
confrontations cropped up frequently between citizens and 
the army over the return of these contrabands. Though the 
forthcoming Emancipation Proclamation would not legally 


apply to Kentucky, all Paducahans could sense the specter 
of social upheaval that the war had inevitably raised.24 

In this environment, cupidity, suspicion, and fear found 
fertile soil and flourished. Accusations of treachery, 
corruption, and malfeasance, often linked to personal 
animosities or economic rivalries, rent the town. The 
Treasury Department worried that the Paducah board of 
trade members, who were all merchants themselves, would 
be unable to resist the temptation to use their power to 
enhance their own fortunes. The government thus 
endeavored to keep a close watch over the board’s 
activities. “Too many checks cannot be established,” warned 
W. P. Mellen, the Treasury Department’s special agent for 
the Ohio Valley. The board of trade in its turn accused the 
Treasury Department’s deputy collector in Paducah of 
ignoring its recommendations in order to give special 
privileges to a select group of merchants, “who are always 
Union men so long as it affords exclusive benefits” one of 
the favored establishments was the same dry-goods store 
where the deputy collector was employed as a clerk. 

In April 1862, a New York firm complained to the Secretary 
of the Treasury that it was anxious to engage in some 
tobacco deals in Paducah but knew for a fact that the 
Treasury official in charge there was himself illicitly trading 
in tobacco. That summer the military entered the fray by 
charging the same official with willfully permitting large 
quantities of salt to go into Rebel territory through the 
agency of some notoriously disloyal characters, in return for 
valuable Southern staples. Some months earlier the military 
had itself been the target of vilification. A cabal of ambitious 
junior officers and Paducah civilians undertook to discredit 
and unseat the town’s military commander, arraigning him 
in anonymous letters to the newspapers for incompetence, 
disloyalty, and overly lenient treatment of slaveholders. 
Washington was apprised of these “underground workings,” 


however, and an informal army investigation confirmed the 
commander’s contention that it was all a “base conspiracy.” 
But another officer who took command at Paducah later in 
the year was not so lucky. He fell victim to attacks from 
another camp when local conservatives denounced him as 
an abolitionist for his reluctance to return runaway slaves 
and succeeded in securing his removal. That officer in reply 
damned his accusers as “secesh and negro Union men.” 
Sometime afterward Paducahans divided acrimoniously over 
the issue of a board of trade member, accused by one 
faction of outright secessionism, bribery, and favoritism.22 

To some extent this epidemic of suspicion and 
recrimination in Paducah remained general and diffuse, 
turning everyone against everyone else. But, as the 
accusations were increasingly aimed in a single direction, 
one common theme did emerge. The Jews in Paducah soon 
became the focus for all the hatred and mistrust that the 
war had created and unleashed in the city. 

The relations between Paducah’s gentiles and its small but 
growing Jewish community had been amicable before the 
war. But in the troubled months following the occupation, 
the Jews became increasingly suspect. Agent Mellen of the 
Treasury Department advised in October 1861 that 
continued government regulation of trade was absolutely 
necessary in Paducah to control the “rascally conduct” of 
secessionists and Jews. A naval lieutenant patrolling the 
Ohio River the following December declared that the sizable 
Smuggling operations still carried on between Paducah and 
the North were being perpetrated “as usual chiefly by Jews.” 
The town’s Jews as a whole were almost universally 
assumed to be disloyal (though one was in fact vice- 
president of the local Union League), and several were 
openly challenged and forced to swear an oath of 
allegiance. The board of trade decided in advance that 
Jewish merchants, as known traitors and smugglers, would 


not be granted permits. One board member informed them 
when they objected to this policy that if they were not 
willing to enlist in the army they should not be allowed to 
trade, and Mellen gloated that he would allow the Jews to 
“stew a while” under this treatment. Given this pre-existing 
popular and official state of mind in Paducah with regard to 
the Jews, the events of December 1862 are comprehensible 
if nonetheless inexcusable. Manifestly, the unconscionable 
enforcement there of General Orders No. 11 was not a mere 
coincidence, but rather the tragic culmination of 
longstanding attitudes.22 

The removal of the Jews was an accomplished fact by 
December 29, but it was not to go unchallenged. To their 
everlasting credit, the Jews of Paducah rose to the occasion 
and refused to submit humbly to their fate. While hurriedly 
making preparations to leave the city, a group of Paducah’s 
Jewish merchants, including Cesar and J. W. Kaskel and the 
Wolff brothers, dispatched an indignant telegram to 
President Lincoln, condemning the order as an “enormous 
outrage on all law and humanity” and begging for the 
president’s “immediate interposition.” Beyond this they took 
steps to communicate with the larger Jewish congregations 
up the Ohio River, to publicize the affair, and to send 
emissaries directly to Washington seeking revocation of the 
order. On December 30, while aboard a steamboat on the 
Ohio, Cesar Kaskel wrote out a report of the events in 
Paducah and saw that it was published in the newspapers. 
Pausing in Cincinnati long enough to collect letters of 
recommendation from influential Jews, he then headed for 
Washington, followed by one of the Wolff brothers. Another 
Paducah merchant, Abraham Goldsmith, stopped at 
Louisville, where he aroused the Jewish community, and 
then traveled on to Cincinnati to help organize a protest 
delegation there. Within a few days of the expulsion of their 


Paducah coreligionists, Jews all along the Ohio River had 
been stirred to action.24 


Cesar J. Kaskel, a merchant in Paducah, Kentucky, rallied 
opposition against General Order Number 11 following his 
expulsion from his home. After telegraphing Abraham 
Lincoln to protest the edict that “place[d] us as ... outlaws 
before the world,” he rushed down to Washington to 
personally plead that it be revoked. Courtesy of The Jacob 
Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives. 
Meanwhile Cesar Kaskel was hurrying to Washington, 
where he arrived on Saturday, January 3. He wasted no time 
in presenting his letters of introduction and explaining his 
mission to Congressman John A. Gurley of Cincinnati. 
Together the two men then went to the White House, where 
Kaskel related his story to the president and observed that 
Lincoln’s initial disbelief turned to amazement when he was 


shown a copy of General Orders No. 11 along with the 
written order for Kaskel’s dismissal from Paducah. The 
president’s response was unhesitating. Instantly he 
forwarded a countermand to General-in-Chief of the Army 
Henry W. Halleck, who also expressed doubts about Kaskel’s 
report until the same proof was offered. Halleck’s 
telegraphed order went out to Grant the next day, January 
4. Perhaps by this time Grant’s temper had cooled, and he 
had begun to appreciate what he had wrought. Without a 
murmur, he revoked his “infamous order” on January 6.22 

Given the patent injustice of Grant’s order, Lincoln could 
hardly have done otherwise than to annul it, once it was 
brought to his attention. But he went to some pains to 
explain his feelings later in the week when the Jewish 
delegations from Louisville and Cincinnati finally arrived and 
obtained an audience. To these gentlemen the president 
reiterated how astonished he had been to learn of the order 
and stated his belief that “to condemn a class is, to say the 
least, to wrong the good with the bad. | do not like to hear a 
class or nationality condemned on account of a few 
Sinners.” He added that he felt no prejudice against Jews 
himself and would not tolerate it in others. The assemblage, 
which included Isaac Wise, editor of the Cincinnati Israelite 
and later revered as the “founder of American Judaism,” left 
the half-hour conference deeply impressed by the 
president’s obvious frankness and sincerity.2© 

Cooler heads had thus prevailed, wrongs had been 
righted, and the Jews returned to their homes and 
businesses. But as word of the episode spread, thoughtful 
people, Jew and gentile alike, spoke out in condemnation. 
Most vociferous, understandably enough, was the small but 
articulate Northern Jewish community. Jewish protests took 
several forms—meetings and resolutions, letters to the 
government and to newspapers, and editorials in Jewish 
journals. Their most common theme was the iniquity of any 


decree which proscribed an entire religious group because 
of the misbehavior of a few. Frequent remark was made also 
of the machinations of the Yankee cotton speculators by 
comparison with whom the Jews were practically innocent, 
and of the outstanding patriotism of the Jews as a whole, 
some of whom had “offered up their blood on the altar of 
their country.” Many American Jews were recent refugees 
from Old World persecution, and this irony did not escape 
them. “Is this country the much-boasted home of the free?” 
one Jew demanded. “Can it now be truthfully stated that 
America is the ‘asylum of the oppressed’?” Contrasting 
Lincoln’s liberalism with the actions of Grant and his 
officers, another expressed confidence that “he who sets 
the slaves free will not permit [others] to bring the Jews 
back into bondage.” Personal attacks on Grant were 
plentiful and often vitriolic, ranging from demands for an 
apology or his removal to denunciations of him as a “liar,” 
an accomplice in cotton dealings, and one of a company of 
“indolent, whisky-drinking, barroom Generals.” “A day of 
reckoning will surely come,” one editorial darkly prophesied; 
“Ulysses S. Grant is a marked man.” The fervent outburst of 
an Indianapolis Jew revealed how he and many others must 
have felt as they apprehensively sensed the growing 
intolerance in the Mississippi Valley: “In the name of justice, 
in the name of common sense, and in the name of all that is 
true and righteous, when will these contemptible outrages 
cease?”24 

Much of the non-Jewish press took up the cause of the 
Jews, adducing similar arguments, although somewhat more 
dispassionately and without the tirades against Grant. The 
Philadelphia Public Ledger condemned the order and 
reminded its readers of the many contributions of Jews from 
ancient times to the present. The New York Times attacked 
the order first for its “atrocious disregard” for the rules of 
English grammar and then went on to assert that the war 


had brought out in many a gentile “degrees of rascality ... 
that might put the most accomplished Shylocks to the 
blush.” The Times also expressed regret that the “freest 
nation on earth” had experienced “a momentary revival of 
the spirit of the medieval ages,” and on a practical note 
warned that the order might have the effect of affronting 
certain powerful European Jews.22 

Through all of this Lincoln maintained a policy of silence, 
obviously hoping that the disagreeable affair would blow 
over as quickly as possible. Though he had willingly 
expressed his humanitarian sentiments in private, his 
political instinct would not let him do so publicly, for that 
might be construed as a rebuke to Grant. He did not censure 
Grant’s action (beyond the reproach implicit in his 
overruling of it), and he did not oblige the general to make a 
public apology as some had demanded. But others were not 
quite ready to let the matter die, for Lincoln’s political foes 
saw here a splendid opportunity to embarrass the 
administration by castigating a general so closely identified 
with it. Before long the issue began to take on a distinctly 
political flavor. Within the Jewish community a split was 
evident between the friends of the administration, who 
applauded Lincoln’s decisive action and were gratified at 
the matter’s speedy resolution, and an anti-administration 
element which took a more militant stand and threatened 
political retaliation against the Republicans. Gentile 
sentiment seemed also to divide along party lines. 
Democratic newspapers were loudest in their excoriation of 
the order, while Republican journals sought to ignore or 
minimize it, or even in some instances to vindicate its 
author outright. The Washington Republican scoffed at 
warnings of Jewish political reprisals by declaring that Grant 
was “worth more to the cause than the votes of the whole 
Jewish nation resident in our midst.” The Daily Morning 
Chronicle in the same city furnished its readers with a 


detailed history of the malefactions of the Jews in Grant’s 
department and concluded that “if there was no good 
reason, there was, at least, some excuse” for the order.22 

As it happened, Congress was in session; thus, during the 
second week of January, Capitol Hill became the focal point 
of the national debate over Grant’s culpability. In the House 
George H. Pendleton of Ohio, a leader of the Peace 
Democrats, proposed a resolution condemning both the 
order and President Lincoln as commander-in-chief. This was 
quickly tabled by a 56-53 vote after Elihu Washburne of 
Illinois, Grant’s old friend and sponsor, objected that it 
“censures one of our best generals without a hearing.” 
(Washburne, who kept himself well informed on affairs in 
Grant’s army, had the previous day written privately to 
Lincoln to dissuade him from countermanding General Order 
No. 11, lauding it as the “wisest order yet made by a 
military command.”) In the Senate a similar resolution 
(minus the censure of Lincoln) was offered by Lazarus W. 
Powell of Kentucky, who accompanied it with a dramatic 
account of the events in Paducah and a windy harangue 
against military interference in civilian affairs. Since Lincoln 
had taken office, Powell had cultivated the image of a sort of 
Democratic watchdog of civil rights; and here he reached 
new heights of indignation, professing to have seen citizens’ 
rights everywhere “stricken down and trodden under foot” 
and calling for a rebuke of Grant to serve as a warning to 
others. But his oratory fell on deaf senatorial ears. 
Republicans raised the same objection Washburne had 
made in the House, and the resolution was easily tabled by 
a lopsided 30-7 vote.22 

In both houses party politics mainly determined the 
electoral results. Democrats voted overwhelmingly to pass 
the resolutions, Republicans to shelve them. With secure 
Republican majorities in both House and Senate, Grant was 
safe from a potentially damaging censure and Lincoln from 


political discomfiture. If the Democrats had indeed hoped to 
deliver from all of this a lively political issue, they were 
disappointed at the stillbirth. Republicans were more than 
glad to let the matter drop. 

In fact, as Grant, Lincoln, and the Republican party were 
no doubt gratified to observe, the whole affair of General 
Order No. 11 burned itself out rather quickly and without 
serious political consequences. Outside of Jewish circles it 
was not long discussed; Washington and the popular press 
soon moved on to more exciting issues.2+ Most Jews seemed 
mollified, if not completely satisfied, by the outcome of the 
affair and did not desert the Republicans on account of it. 
The incident did not perceptibly impede Grant’s rising star; 
his military campaign went on, despite setbacks, to 
eventual victory at Vicksburg (though cotton speculators, 
Jew and gentile both, continued to plague him to the end of 
the war). 

But the significance of the event transcends its limited 
contemporary impact. If one explores the history of the 
General Order No. 11 episode, and similar events occurring 
elsewhere, one gains insights into the interaction of the 
social, economic, political, military, and psychological 
aspects of America’s Civil War and sees that the lofty deeds 
of statesmanship and arms deemed to be the decisive acts 
of the war occurred within a context of inglorious societal 
turbulence. General Orders No. 11 was not an isolated 
instance, for the traumatic nature of the Civil War generated 
an undercurrent of anxiety and conflict which could and did 
surface frequently in a somewhat familiar pattern of 
animosity and bigotry. Repeatedly the targets were Jews, 
although the grisly experience of innocent blacks in the New 
York City draft riots of 1863 and the bloody Memphis and 
New Orleans race riots of 1866 proved that other 
scapegoats could easily be found. To a great extent, 
however, all of these occurrences represented but a brief 


spasm of mindless hostility which subsided once the strains 
of war had eased. Ironically, Paducah, Kentucky, where 
wartime tensions were so dramatically translated into 
Antisemitism, would in 1871 elect a Jewish mayor.22 
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Part VII 
Aftermath 


Jews emerged from the Civil War with greater self-assurance 
and a renewed determination to make a place for 
themselves in American society. Toward these ends, some 
Jews moved South, seeking to take advantage of economic 
opportunities during Reconstruction as the South struggled 
to rebuild. 

Thomas D. Clark examines an economic niche that 
attracted many Jews to the devastated region: country 
storekeeping. The sudden demise of the plantation system 
radically reshaped the Southern economy and opened new 
vistas for enterprising middlemen. Farmers were eager to 
purchase merchandise and supplies and needed 
intermediaries to distribute their crops to distant markets. 
The itinerant trade, which initially drew Jews into the 
agrarian South, exposed many peddlers to the promises of 
this under-exploited rural economy. The introduction of the 
crop lien system, allowing farmers to borrow against their 
future harvest, seeded this new and fertile commercial field. 
Peddling scattered these seeds broadly. Once pack-peddlers 
had raised sufficient capital and found a promising location, 
they settled and opened rural stores. Although Clark’s 
picture is largely accurate, Elliot Ashkenazi has 
demonstrated in The Business of Jews in Louisiana, 1840- 
1875, that these broad trends preceded the Civil War. 

Clark argues that the often roseate depiction of the Jewish 
country storekeeper as a mercantile jack-of-all-trades— 


performing an eclectic mix of social and commercial 
functions that ranged from undertaker to postmaster and 
mongering as much in gossip as merchandise—neglects 
their role in establishing sophisticated “systems of 
Capitalization and distribution ... in a bankrupt region” (this 
volume, 388). By extending credit to farmers, collecting 
agricultural and commerce intelligence, and underpinning 
the operations of wholesale merchants and speculators, 
“furnishing merchants” linked rural markets to the national 
economy. This system, Clark demonstrates, was not wholly 
benign, sometimes trapping farmers in a cycle of debt, even 
as it enabled storekeepers to accumulate land and 
transferable skills in brokerage and contracting. 

Clark’s analysis of the Jewish economic experience in the 
South underplays the fraught racial and political dynamics 
of Reconstruction and understates the simmering 
Antisemitism that lingered after the war. Beyond the 
unflattering stereotypes that depicted Jews as opportunistic 
carpet-baggers, we still know surprisingly little about the 
texture of Jewish life in the small towns and country byways 
of the region over the decades after the Civil War ended. 
Likewise, we know little about the experience of veterans or 
about the impact of returning Jewish veterans on communal 
life in both North and South. Jacob Rader Marcus’s essay on 
Louis Gratz (included in chapter 9) demonstrates that the 
war expanded the horizons of some, exposing them to a 
broader swathe of America, widening their social circles, 
teaching them managerial and other skills, and imbuing 
them with confidence. This single example should be tested 
against others. 

Even as the Civil War receded into history, memories of 
the devastating conflict remained fresh. This was especially 
true in the South, where Jews in the war’s wake developed 
their own non-Christian version of the “Religion of the Lost 
Cause” that linked them to their white neighbors. They 
associated their tragedy with Jewish tragedies back to the 


destruction of the ancient temple in Jerusalem, 
memorialized their war dead, and joined in the cult of 
Confederate martyrdom through monuments and memorials 
to Southern war heroes. 

Across the country, the 1868 Republican presidential 
Campaign of General Ulysses S. Grant cast a national 
spotlight on Jews, as Democrats sought to strengthen the 
political fortunes of their candidate, Horatio Seymour, by 
recalling Grant’s 1862 order barring “Jews as a class” from 
his war zone. Never before had a Jewish issue carried such 
weight in national politics. 

Joakim Isaacs’s treatment of this episode is significant for 
what it reveals about the political behavior of Jews in the 
immediate postwar years. While Grant’s opponents bid for 
Jewish votes, some Jews, he shows, felt torn between 
conflicting loyalties—to the Republican Party and to the 
Jewish people. Grant’s apology—“I do not pretend to sustain 
the order”—did much to mollify his Republican supporters, 
and Grant won the election handily. But memories of 
General Order No. 11 shaped Grant’s subsequent 
relationship with the Jewish community. As if seeking to 
make amends, he went out of his way as president to 
appoint Jews to public office, to respond to Jewish concerns, 
and to reassure Jews of his support. 


16 
The Post-Civil War Economy in the South 


Thomas D. Clark 


The Confederate soldier straggling home after Lee’s 
Surrender at Appomattox came home to ruin. Many 
Southern towns and all of the railroads were laid waste by 
the invading Union Army. Four years of conflict had taken a 
terrific toll of property and human life. More important even 
than this was the fact that Southern energy was depleted 
not only during the war but for many years to come in the 
future. No historian can ever estimate the price of total 
destruction in many parts of the South because much of this 
was in the form of loss of highly potential human leadership. 
Many a bright young Southerner went to a soldier’s grave 
who in the years ahead might have given the South the 
necessary impetus to bring about changes. 

Even though Southern economy was greatly disrupted and 
displaced it was not pushed out of the grooves of its old 
procedures. Unhappily the idea that cotton was king was so 
deeply impressed upon the Southern mind before 1860 that 
it became within itself a cause to be defended. Cotton was a 
prime commodity during the war in both domestic and 
foreign trade. Smugglers had slipped thousands of bales out 
of the region, farmers had hidden their crops from the 
invaders, and the United States Government held other 
hundreds of thousands of bales in warehouses. No one knew 


at the war’s end how many bales of raw cotton were 
available. One thing, however, was clear—cotton was 
bringing a good price, and it seemed that Southern farmers 
could begin all over again devoting their attention to the 
production of this staple crop. 


Reprinted, with minor abridgement, with permission from 
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There was little actual choice for hosts of Southerners 
after 1865 but to become yeoman farmers. It is true, of 
course, that the plantation survived, but not in its old forms 
with its large labor force of slaves. A bigger difference was 
the fact that cotton farmers now had to find some way to 
finance production. They were faced actually with the 
primary challenge of making a subsistence living from the 
soil, but even this required some kind of a system of 
capitalization. Farmers had no capital, no seed, fertilizer, or 
equipment with which to farm. They had no organized 
market on which to sell their produce if they grew it. 

In much of the region merchants suffered the same 
disaster as did their customers. They were without credit, 
and their store shelves stood barren of merchandise. 
Transportation facilities were so badly disrupted that 
shipment of goods was next to impossible. Goods 
themselves were difficult to obtain from Southern sources; 
thus it was necessary to turn to other sections for supplies. 
The booming Civil War economy had brought about the 
creation of great storehouses of goods in the North. There 
merchants and manufacturers were in search of new 
customers to take up the slack created by the coming of 
peace. 


One of the most serious mercantile losses to come out of 
the war for the South was the disappearance of the 
factorage system. No longer could factors find customers 
who could promise to meet their obligations within a year, 
or ever as for that matter. No longer was this unique system 
of agricultural supply and credit able to survive, yet its 
passing created an enormous vacuum which stifled 
Southern agricultural economy. This old system had 
depended upon the plantation, slavery, and cotton. Two of 
these were gone. 

In the factor’s place there appeared the wholesale 
merchants in Louisville, St. Louis, Baltimore, Charleston, 
Cincinnati, New Orleans, and Mobile. Many of these houses 
were operated by Jewish merchants who had either survived 
the war or were quick to see the opportunity for trade on a 
new basis of merchandising in the post-war South. This was 
especially true of merchants in the Ohio and Mississippi 
valleys, and in Charleston. The challenge to these 
merchants lay not so much in the field of merchandising as 
in helping to devise systems of capitalization and 
distribution which would work in a bankrupt region. The 
South was a rich potential market, but it had no fluid 
security and no money. 

No longer could wholesalers wait for customers to come to 
their doors. They now had to develop the trade themselves. 
It was necessary to send agents or “drummers” into the 
region to organize crossroads or furnishing stores geared to 
the floundering agricultural economy. These agents selected 
likely storekeepers, stocked their shelves with merchandise, 
and gave them some elementary instructions in the 
business of storekeeping. No one, in fact, knew much about 
operating the new credit system. For the most part 
drummers were Confederate veterans who spoke a common 
language from a common experience with their customers. 
They were highly successful both in the organization of new 
stores and in the sale of their employers’ goods. 


It is doubtful that there was ever organized anywhere on 
the globe a system of merchandising so thoroughly 
integrated with the economy of the daily lives of common 
everyday people as was the Southern general store. The 
country store was not confined solely to the South, nor to 
the post-war period. New Englanders were masterful 
storekeepers, and about their counters they developed 
much of the rich folklore associated with this rural trade. 
The general store existed everywhere. It went in lock-step 
across the continent with the great westward movement. It 
existed in mining towns, at cattle railheads, at county seats, 
and even in the fur trade centers. There were general stores 
to supply the trade wherever there were customers with 
money to buy merchandise. The Southern country store, 
however, differed from these in several aspects. First it was 
closely integrated with a staple crop agricultural system; its 
customers were dirt poor, seldom handling as much as ten 
dollars in cash in a year’s time; the stores were centers of 
supply for vast lists of merchandise which ranged from 
Hoyt’s Cologne to the coarsest sort of farm implements; 
they sold fertilizers, livestock, feed, fencing, and burial 
supplies. The merchants were postmasters, bankers, special 
agents for all sorts of businesses, undertakers, social 
correspondents, professional referees for the general local 
character, cotton buyers, news media, members of school 
boards, of church boards, and officials of the local lodges. 

As cotton buyers the merchants served the much broader 
function enabling the staple crop agricultural system to 
function. On the other hand they were necessary agents of 
the highly speculative cotton trade. Without the furnishing 
merchant neither farmer nor cotton speculator could have 
survived. The merchant was the eyes and ears for both 
speculator and wholesale merchants. It was he who kept 
account of the conditions of crops, the growing seasons, the 
reliability of farmers, the validity of local integrity, and the 
Capacity of his community to purchase a given amount of 


merchandise. These were truly little businessmen, but in the 
aggregate they were highly important. 

In 1867 the General Assembly of Georgia enacted one of 
the first agricultural lien laws. This act was patterned after 
an earlier steamboat law which created a legal facility for 
securing and collecting debts contracted for productive 
purposes. Specifically the agricultural lien law permitted a 
moneyless and propertyless yeoman farmer to mortgage an 
unplanted crop for the purpose of securing supplies to 
sustain him in the growing season. Otherwise the little white 
farmer and the newly freed Negroes would have found 
themselves without means of supplying the meagerest 
subsistence while they produced a crop. In turn the lien 
contract permitted furnishing merchants to discount their 
paper to wholesale houses, and wholesale houses to banks, 
sometimes as far away as New York City. 

By 1880 there was a furnishing or general store at almost 
every crossroad in the South. No village or town was without 
its large general stores. Back of these were many rich 
human stories in entrepreneurial activity. Suppliers tried to 
select bright young men who under other circumstances 
might have gone into one of the professions, but lacking 
funds and education the bright youths turned to 
storekeeping. At Dewey Rose, Georgia, officials of the 
Louisville and Nashville Railroad Company persuaded J. T. 
Hewell to open a store, and when he demurred that he 
might go broke, he was asked if he had money. When he 
said, “No,” the promotion agent asked, “How in hell can you 
go broke when you ain’t got nothing?” This young Hewell 
had never pondered. At any rate such a_ philosophy 
evidently put the proposition in a new light, for soon a long- 
barreled house was serving a thriving trade as a store- 
cotton market and freight station. 

Elsewhere plantation owners, army sutlers, adventurous 
ex-soldiers, Alsatian Jews, and enterprising native yeoman 
sons opened stores. Sidney Andrews, a Northern newspaper 


reporter, saw Northern men coming south with their stocks 
of goods and letters of credit. They saw in the 
reconstruction South an opportunity to make their fortunes. 

Many a Southern store had its beginnings in a humble 
peddler’s pack. There was a close affinity between the 
peddler with all his worldly goods wrapped in a canvas bag, 
and the poor cotton farmers whose hopes for the future 
were wrapped up in a cotton lien note. The Alsatian Jew was 
a hero, and he has remained largely unnoted and unsung by 
the historians. He walked thousands of miles over dusty or 
muddy roads bearing on his back heavy packs of 
merchandise, or he bumped over impassable roads in one- 
horse wagons. One can only wonder what dreams or what 
frustrations these people had. One thing was clear: they got 
a full concept of what the struggling South was like. Like the 
old Methodist circuit riders 


In the decades after the end of the war, peddling drew many 
Jews to an agrarian South that had been devastated by the 
conflict. Once peddlers had raised sufficient capital and 
found a promising location, they often settled and opened 
rural stores. These enterprising country storekeepers 


became linchpins in the rural economy. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress. 


they had time in their travels to think through their 
problems, and no doubt to plan for future operations of 
stores. 

The Jewish pack peddler replaced the old Yankee who had 
come south prior to the war selling nutmegs, clocks, 
tinware, and anything else that a backwoods customer 
could be tempted to buy. Like the Yankees, the Jews were of 
a humorous turn of mind. They understood the whimsical 
Southern rural nature and could joke with their customers. 
They might even have carried “budgets” of local news about 
with them. Unhappily many of them became the butts of 
rural country practical joking. 

Few things brought the isolated rural family more 
excitement than the visitation of a pack peddler. A circle 
was cleared out before the fireplace, chairs and beds were 
pushed back, and the peddler was given a place of honor in 
the middle of the floor. With a flourish he undid his stout 
leather fastenings, and then rolled back the awning-striped 
cover of his pack to expose his wares. With subtlety of 
salesmanship he placed his bright colored cloths in the first 
bag to be opened. When his canvas roll was opened there 
came a rush of smells. Odors of sachets, cheap perfumes, 
soap, leather goods, and spices filled the room. It was like 
bringing a country store right up to the most isolated 
country hearth. 

Jostling around the countryside, these peddlers dreamed 
of the day when at last they could back their wagons under 
the shed and turn their tired old horses out to graze. They 
searched for just the right spots to open stands, and when 
they located them, they emptied their packs onto store 
shelves and went into business in permanent locations. 


Already the peddlers knew their trade. They had learned 
whom to trust and whom to watch. Old friends who had 
traded generously with them in their horse-and-wagon days 
were given advantages of lower prices and, frequently, little 
presents or lagniappes for old time’s sake. 

There is a long history of merchandising and personal 
relationships which remains unexplored in the location of 
Jewish merchants in Southern towns. Almost every town had 
one or more of these merchants who made modest 
beginnings and advanced his mercantile career as the South 
moved further away from the reconstruction years. Possibly 
a major portion of the dry goods and clothing sold in the 
Southern small towns were sold by these merchants. A good 
example of such a business was that developed by David 
Ades in Lexington, Kentucky. He came to that town as a 
small merchant and developed the Lexington Dry Goods 
Company, which sold yard goods to all of Eastern Kentucky. 
The smaller retailers really clothed the South either by the 
sale of cloth or ready-made clothing. 

There was another side to this story: the local Jewish 
merchants in a great majority of cases became well-known 
citizens of the towns. They were members of the lodges, 
served on all sorts of boards and committees, were sources 
of advice, and oftentimes gave a sound leadership in the 
organization of banks. To a great extent they set the styles 
of their communities because they had the outside 
purchasing contacts from which they imported new goods 
and styles into their trade. Where stores evolved through 
the stages of general store to department store these 
merchants were to have a marked influence on the taste of 
their customers. 

The Jewish population of the South after 1870 represented 
a facet in another phase of Southern history. Clearly the 
South needed an ingenious population if its resources were 
to be profitably exploited. There was deep animosity against 
the freed slave in some quarters, and serious doubts that he 


would be able to make a major contribution for a long time 
to come in improving regional economy. There were two 
sources which could supply the South with new blood: the 
foreign immigrant and the Yankee migrant. The Southern 
states joined in their efforts to attract immigrants to their 
region. Between 1870 and 1900 _— state-maintained 
immigration agencies produced hundreds of thousands of 
pamphlets, leaflets, handbooks, special reports, resource 
Surveys, and land prospectuses. These were translated into 
several foreign languages and were widely distributed in 
countries which fed the large numbers of immigrants into 
the great stream flowing into North America. 

The South was equally as solicitous in its attempts to 
attract Northerners to the region. It was felt that they would 
bring industry and ingenuity which would help to correct 
many economic failures. All sorts of seductive inducements 
were offered. The region offered up its rich lands, timber, 
and mineral resources as bait. Booklets proclaimed the 
virtues of Southern society, described the educational 
dreams of the region, boosted towns which they hoped 
would soon grow into cities, proclaimed cotton as king, and 
described the new railroads which in a short time would be 
in operation. Almost any sort of a promise was made to 
attract the flow of Northern population and capital into the 
South. 

Generally speaking the campaigns to attract the Yankee 
and European immigrants to the South were failures. Few 
European immigrants came into the region. They either 
failed to understand the promises of success there, or they 
wished to escape having to compete with the Negro. They 
no doubt were afraid they could not grow cotton and 
tobacco. In the case of the German immigrants they were 
rather well-informed about conditions in North America 
before they left home. German agents plodded through the 
South gathering detailed statistics, bits of economic 
information, notes on capital supply and_ industries, 


railroads, the nature of the towns, the position of the Negro, 
and Southern politics. They produced ponderous reports 
which often compared the South unfavorably with the 
expanding agricultural belt in the Northwest. 

Remarkably few European immigrants came to the South. 
A fair number of Jewish newcomers came below the 
Potomac. They were uninfluenced by the reports which 
favored agriculture. Their interests lay elsewhere, and the 
South offered opportunities which could not have appealed 
to other immigrants. Jewish farmers were fairly rare, and 
few engaged in businesses which brought them into 
competition with the Negro. 

It is a remarkable fact that large masses of Southerners 
were free of feelings of Antisemitism. This was true for 
several reasons: they were so deeply prejudiced against 
Negroes and Catholics that they had little room to hate the 
Jews. Too, they were schooled in the Old Testament, and 
much of their religious imagery was the same as the Jew’s 
religious imagery. Jews were quiet and unobtrusive in the 
practice of their religion, and never offered competition to 
the rock-ribbed Protestant South. Economically the Jew 
seldom if ever competed directly with the Southerner in his 
main economic activities. 

The Southern agricultural system underwent many crises 
before the great revolution began in 1920. Passionately 
Southern farmers attempted to reinstate cotton as the king 
of their staple crops. This, however, became less possible 
with the passage of years. The ruinous system of 
agricultural credits which had been established by the 
enactment of the lien laws made farmers poorer after each 
crop year. No agricultural system anywhere could have 
survived the handicaps which the Southern agrarian 
economy faced. Between 1870 and 1900 foreign cotton 
growers began to compete with those of the South. Prices 
dropped continuously until the late 1880s, when they fell 
below the cost of production. Lands were exhausted by the 


eternal drive to meet the last year’s expenses, and families 
were forced into a state of abject poverty or had to leave 
the South to make new beginnings of their lives. There were 
cotton farmers who, of course, succeeded in producing the 
staple, but they were few and far between. Cotton came to 
symbolize poverty for the man who grew it. Tobacco offered 
little more promise. In places farmers were thrown into open 
warfare by the drop in prices paid the producer. 

Southern agriculture for almost a half century was the 
Subject of bitter editorializing. All sorts of reformers begged 
for a change in agricultural procedures in the South. They 
assailed the cotton system, the merchants, the trusts, and 
the fertilizer and cotton distributors and buyers. So eloquent 
a critic as Henry W. Grady of the Atlanta Constitution 
published a bitter denunciation of the cotton system in 1881 
in Harper’s Magazine. M. B. Hammond of Columbia, South 
Carolina, and Charles Otken of Mississippi upbraided the 
cotton system in highly intelligent books. Almost every 
country editor in the South scolded their subscribers for 
their failures to change their system of farming. Yet the 
South remained wedded to cotton, tobacco, sugar, and rice 
as Staples until after 1920. 

No one received more severe scoldings than did the 
furnishing merchants. They were charged with overpricing 
their goods, of selling cheap and shoddy merchandise, of 
charging exorbitant rates of interest, of discriminating 
among their customers, and generally of driving the 
Southern farmer into complete failure. Some of these 
charges in specific instances no doubt were true. The 
merchant, however, was caught up in the same unhappy 
bind as his customers. In the examination of literally 
hundreds of accounts this author is not convinced the 
discriminations were in quite the precise areas as charged 
by earlier critics. Staple agriculture and the lien laws were 
chief offenders. 


An analysis of accounts made after extensive examination 
of general store records indicate the common failings of the 
lien laws and the furnishing stores. Both of these seem to 
involve land in their final settlement; and for most 
merchants, land, valued at low prices, was often the only 
safe security available. There was involved in land dealing, 
however, the exceedingly delicate question of foreclosure, 
and not even the hardest-hearted furnishing merchant 
relished the opprobrium which was likely to result from the 
public sale of chattel goods and land for debt. It was much 
simpler to secure the transfer of ownership of property in 
quiet private negotiations than to stand exposure to 
criticism by public sale. It was in this way that many 
furnishing merchants accumulated large tracts of land, and 
sometimes men who started out as merchants became 
larger farmers who gradually came to run their stores as 
adjuncts to their farming activities. Doubtless many 
merchants insured the future success of their stores by 
building up a controlled trade upon their private domains. 
So prevalent did the custom of giving land as security 
become that it was common practice in much of the South 
to speculate on the amount of mortgage every man had on 
his farm and as to the probable date on which he would 
have either to secure an abundance of providential 
assistance or be foreclosed. 

Some merchants made money from their stores. Some of 
them were able to accumulate a considerable amount of 
cash savings. Others accumulated little money, but came to 
own large holdings of land. Most of them were able to build 
comparatively good homes, but it is doubtful that many of 
them grew rich in the business. When the boll weevil 
reduced the cotton crop, and when competition of cash 
stores developed an expansion of industry, the old-line 
furnishing business went into eclipse in the South. Its end 
came only after merchants had committed countless sins 
against real Southern agricultural progress, and had been 


properly criticized for it in the newspaper and periodical 
press, and even in books. But the question remains, what 
part did the furnishing merchant play? Actually he was 
never an originator of anything. He was the most direct 
means by which the lien laws were made to work as a 
source of credit and banking for his community. His safe 
bulged with thousands of liens and mortgages. His store 
was both a source of supply and a market facility. He 
facilitated the one-crop system of agriculture, and as a 
special agent for the fertilizer companies he sold guano in 
April to be paid for at high November prices plus an 
exorbitant profit and interest charge. Also, he helped to 
channelize an enormous amount of extra-regional capital 
into the South. 

There were Jewish country merchants who succeeded in 
the general merchandising business. At Lorman, Mississippi, 
the Cohn brothers developed an enormous rural trade, and 
their store became a rather highly specialized departmental 
business ranging from the sale of dry goods to the sale of 
farm implements, wagons, and carriages. Scattered over the 
South were other stores operated by merchants who had 
immigrated to the South. The major merchandising role of 
the Jewish businessman, however, was in the establishment 
of small-town specialty stores, and in the organization of the 
large wholesale houses in the central towns which 
recovered from the losses of the Civil War. There is not a 
Southern city whose main business streets are not lined 
with department stores and wholesale houses which grew 
out of this era. Contrary to popular notion the Jewish 
merchant found the South almost as good a base of 
operation as the East. 

The reputation of Bernard Baruch of Charleston, South 
Carolina, is too well known to be repeated here, but it was in 
the New South that this famous American first found his 
bearings. Two Jewish lads of Southern origin personify to a 
high degree the success of men who were cast in the hard 


years of Southern reconstruction. Samuel S. Fels was born in 
the isolated backwoods community of Yanceyville, North 
Carolina. There in a great rambling general merchandising 
house he got his first taste of business. Perhaps the old 
store still stands unless progress or the ravages of time 
have not destroyed it. This imaginative young merchant 
moved away to Philadelphia to develop the Fels-Naphtha 
business, which was of national importance. He was founder 
and benefactor of the Samuel S. Fels Fund, a non-profit 
philanthropic foundation established in 1935. 

One of the most exciting personal histories of any 
Southerner was that of Adolph S. Ochs. Ochs was the son of 
German immigrants who came to America in the great rush 
of 1848. In 1877 this young man moved from Knoxville to 
Chattanooga to begin his newspaper career. He had worked 
in the Knoxville Chronicle office, and now at nineteen he 
was setting forth on an independent career. Out of his 
partnership with Franc M. Paul in ownership of the 
Chattanooga Daily Dispatch grew the Chattanooga Times, 
and subsequently the ownership of the New York Times. In 
1880 Adolph Ochs brought his parents to Chattanooga, 
where Julius Ochs became the first real lay Rabbi in that city. 
In time the influence of Och’s Southern Times was to play a 
major role in helping to develop the South in the post-Civil 
War years. The immigrant Jewish newcomer and the New 
South largely grew up together. 

The history of the people and of the region are 
inseparably linked. It would be impossible to consider 
Southern economic and social history with any degree of 
thoroughness without also considering the history of the 
Southern Jewish people. 


17 
Candidate Grant and the Jews 


Joakim Isaacs 


General Grant and “The Hebrew Race” 


In 1868, when the Republican Party nominated General 
Grant for President, for the first time since the founding of 
the United States, the idea of a Jewish vote and the question 
of a Presidential candidate’s alleged Antisemitism became a 
central political issue. The Jewish community at the time 
was not organized as it is today. The age of the Anti- 
Defamation League was in the future, and the B’nai B’rith, 
the only large Jewish organization, busied itself with 
internecine quarrels over whether meetings should be 
opened with a prayer and whether Gentiles should be 
admitted to membership. The B’nai B’rith kept completely 
aloof from the political question. 

In fact, the stimulus for arousing Jewish protest did not 
come primarily from Jewish groups, but rather from the 
Democratic press. The Democrats, badly shaken by the loss 
of the Southern wing of the party during the war and stung 
by Republican accusations that they had opposed the war 
effort and were traitors to their country, now faced an uphill 
struggle which pitted the most popular Union general 
against New York Governor Horatio Seymour. In seeking all 
the support they could get and searching for issues to 
employ in the campaign, the Democrats naturally looked to 


Grant’s Order No. 11 and the 300, 000 Jewish votes.+ The 
New York Herald, a leading Democratic journal, pointed out 
that attracting Jewish support might help the campaign in 
two ways. “This thing is at least certain, that against 
General Grant every influence of money and votes that can 
be controlled by the Hebrew race in the United States will be 
put forth with acrimonious activity; and their power is by no 
means to be despised.”2 The Herald felt that the “Hebrews” 
would not forgive General Grant, especially since he had 
singled them out and had used the word “Jew,” which the 
paper felt had offensive connotations, instead of the more 
genteel appellation of “Hebrew” or “Israelite.”2 


Reprinted, in abridged form, with permission from the 
American Jewish Archives 17:1 (1965): 3-16, copyright © by 
the American Jewish Archives. 


The Herald was only one of many Democratic papers that 
sought to arouse the “Jewish vote.” The Atlanta Constitution 
pointed to the great pertinacity with which the Jews clung to 
their “nationality,” and the paper was sure that Grant would 
get few Jewish votes.* At the same time as the Democratic 
papers sought to inflame the Jewish vote by appeals to their 
religious loyalty, they attempted to explain just why Grant 
was an antiSemite. The New York World spoke of Grant’s 
order “as the brutal order which expelled hundreds of 
inoffensive Jewish citizens who were peacefully attending to 
their own affairs miles away from the scene of conflict,” and 
called upon Jews and all Americans to countermand Grant, 
just as Lincoln had countermanded Order No. 11.2 

The La Crosse (Wisconsin) Daily Democrat, in a front-page 
article, alleged that a cotton speculator, seeking from 
General Grant a permit to trade behind the Union lines, had 


offered Grant one-quarter of the profits. Grant had refused, 
insisting that he wanted a greater share of the profits. The 
Jew then offered Grant a one-eighth share, which Grant 
accepted. When Grant got his share, an adjutant expressed 
Surprise that the amount was so small, and, when told about 
the deal which Grant had made, he explained to Grant that 
one-eighth was less than one-quarter. As the story 
continues, it was then that Grant became a confirmed anti- 
Semite. This story in varying detail was given wide 
circulation in the Democratic press. 


Who Drove the Hebrews from His 
Camp? 


Not content with this jocular explanation alone, the 
Democrats revived the case of Grant v. Mack Brothers in 
attempting to give Grant’s Antisemitism a more substantial 
base and to link the general with the illegal cotton trade. 
The story of this law suit began in December, 1862. Jesse 
Grant, the general’s father, like his Jewish fellow citizens, 
Saw opportunity knocking on his door in the form of cotton 
trading. While Jesse Grant lacked what many Jews had in the 
way of capital, he did have a son in a position to be of great 
help to him; so he began a two-pronged attack. First, he 
wrote his son soliciting his aid, and at the same time he 
negotiated a deal with the Mack Brothers, a firm of 
Cincinnati Jews. According to the terms, Jesse Grant was to 
receive a quarter of the profits for using his influence with 
his son to secure cotton permits. 


Jesse Grant’s plan was foiled because of total lack of 
cooperation from his son. Letters to Jesse’s son, as well as a 
personal trip to the front, all failed to budge General Grant 
from his uncooperative position.4 Jesse Grant then turned 
around and attempted to place the blame for the failure of 
the enterprise on the Mack Brothers, who had since 
withdrawn from the agreement. Jesse sued the Mack 
Brothers in the Cincinnati Superior Court for breach of 
contract. The case was argued before Judges George Hoadly 
and Bellamy Storer, who dismissed the case on the grounds 
that, if Jesse Grant had used his privileged position with his 
son to get a permit, then such an agreement was illegal and 
could not be enforced in the court; on the other hand, if 
Jesse Grant had asked for a permit legally, then the contract 
was void, for Jesse’s role would not have sufficed to warrant 
payments. Either way the court refused to enforce the 
contract.2 

While the case attracted little press attention when it was 
decided, it was revived and “played up” in the Democratic 
press in 1868. The Democratic press sought to prove that, 
since Order No. 11 had followed closely on the heels of the 
Grant-Mack Brothers disagreement, the Order’s real aim 
had been to bar Jewish traders like the Mack Brothers from 
trading directly, without barring their capital from being 
employed in the trade by Gentiles like Jesse Grant.2 Despite 
protests from the Macks, who were all leading Republicans 
and argued that the facts were entirely different, the press 
continued its attack. The following poem is typical: 


Who drove the Hebrews from his Camp, 
Into the Alligator swamp 
Where everything was dark and damp? 
Ulysses 
Who wrothy at those faithless Jews 
Who kept “pa’s” share of Cotton dues, 


All further permits did refuse? 

Ulysses 

Who licensed chaps that would divide 
With father Jesse, Argus-eyed, 

Who claimed the hair and eke the hide? 
Ulysses!10 


The attempt by the Democratic press to arouse Jewish 
voters deeply concerned at least one Republican journalist, 
Joseph Medill, who said in a letter to Elihu Benjamin 
Washburne, one of Grant’s campaign managers in 
Washington: 


| want to write to you on several subjects, and will put them 
all in one letter. First, what can be done in regard to that 
general order of General Grant issued in 1862 expelling “all 
Jews as a class” from his department? We have in this city 
[Chicago] at least six hundred Republican Jews headed by 
General Edward S. Solomon [Salomon]. ... The General has 
written to Grant but has received no answer. 

It would only be necessary for General Grant to write 
a letter to Solomon or some other influential Jew saying 
that he has no prejudice against Jews, that he is in favor 
of full toleration of all religious opinions; that his 
Subsequent experience in the army convinced him that 
other classes of men were just as likely to violate army 
regulations in relation to trading with the enemy, as 
Jews. 

Something to this effect would molify the Jews and 
give us a good many thousand votes. The Jews of 
Cincinnati and St. Louis are numerous enough to defeat 
our ticket in both cities, and they are strong enough to 
hurt us in Chicago also, as they include many of our 
most active Republicans. That they are deeply grieved 
by [the] General’s order is undoubted. The Copperheads 


[the Northern Democrats] are making a handle of the 
matter in all parts of the country and we shall lose large 
numbers of Jew votes among them besides converting 
them into very active bitter opponents.”24 


The majority of the Republican press, however, remained 
silent, secure in the knowledge that Grant’s popularity 
would bring him victory despite Democratic attacks. An 
Indiana newspaper, however, angry at all the appeals to the 
Jewish vote in the Democratic press, editorialized as follows: 


The Jews are all Democrats anyhow. We never heard of a 
Jewish soldier, during the War, on either side. They did not 
care an itinerant tinker’s cuss how the War terminated. Their 
object was to make money out of it. They formed mainly the 
myriad of army vultures that preyed constantly and 
mercilessly on the poor, half-naked, hungry soldiers. For 
every Republican Jew that, by the sort of reasoning of the 
Courier [Democratic] and other similar journals, are to be 
induced to vote against Grant, a dozen decent, honest 
Christian White men will vote for him.42 


Editorials in the Democratic press and attacks like the above 
in Republican papers all combined to place the Jews in a 
dilemma. How were they to treat Grant’s candidacy? Should 
they declare that a person’s religion and his Americanism 
were separate and vote for Grant, if they were Republicans, 
or should they react, and vote, as Jews? The Jewish 
community was divided as to the best method to approach 
the situation. 

Isaac M. Wise, a Reform Jewish leader and the editor of 
The Israelite, felt that a Jew always had to react as a Jew. 
Wise began his attacks on Grant months before Grant 


received the nomination. As early as February, 1868, he 
declared: 


Worse than General Grant none in this nineteenth century in 
civilized countries has abused and outraged the Jew. ... If 
there are any among us who lick the feet that kick them 
about and like dogs run after him who has whipped them, if 
there are persons small enough to receive indecencies and 
outrages without resentment ... we hope their number is 
small !43 


When Grant was nominated, Wise accelerated his attacks. 
He could not understand the argument that one could be an 
American in politics and a Jew in religion and never mix the 
two. 


We have been trying quite seriously to make of our humble 
self two Isaac M. Wises. The one who is a citizen of the State 
of Ohio and the other who is a Jew, but we failed and we 
failed decidedly. ... The duties and wishes of the Jew as such 
being in no wise in conflict with those of the citizen, we 
being both the Jew and the citizen to the public forum and 
to the synagogue, before our God and our Country.+4 


Other Jews disagreed with Wise. A letter, signed “Julius” 
and published in The Cincinnati Commercial, declared: 


What does Dr. Wise care what becomes of the country? 
Whether we are making a living or not? He has a salary 
fixed during his life. ... But how can we as Israelites seek to 
place in power a set of men who have been trying with all 
their might to destroy the Government our only refuge? ... | 


think when we go to the polls next November our religious 
feeling ought to be entirely banished from our mind.+2 


Samuel M. Isaacs, in his paper The Jewish Messenger, also 
attacked the Wise position and argued that Jews should 
refrain from forming Jewish protest groups. He favored 
action through existing political organizations. In an indirect 
reference to Wise, Isaacs declared that “Israelites are too 
intelligent and too self-asserting to be driven, or led by their 
ministers, especially in matters that have no connection 
with religion.”2© Isaacs feared the consequences of political 
parties using the Jewish religion for their own purposes and 
questioned strongly the sincerity of the sudden solicitude for 
Jewish rights exhibited by the Democratic press. 

The Jewish voters were thus faced with conflicting advice, 
and the letters which filled the columns of the Jewish press 
and the regular press reflected this anxiety. One group 
agreed with Wise and insisted that Jews could not vote for 
Grant. They felt that Grant’s Order had given an insight into 
his mind and showed that the nineteenth-century spirit of 
liberalism had totally escaped him. Therefore, as a man of 
the past he was unfit to rule a great and liberal nation. 
Others favored excusing Grant because of the difficult 
circumstances facing him at the time the Order was given; 
they called for the “Yom Kippur” spirit of forgiveness to 
permeate the air. Still another group took the position that, 
regardiess of what Grant had done against the Jews, the 
Republicans should be supported as the party of Lincoln and 
human freedom. Perhaps the most extreme statement of 
this position was a letter written by a Jew to the //linois 
Staatszeitung and reprinted on the front page of the 
Missouri Democrat: 


I am a Jew, when Saturday, the seventh day, comes; | am 
one on my holidays; in the selection and treatment of my 
food; it was always written on my doorposts; it is always to 
be spoken in my prayers; and it always is to be seen in my 
reverence for my Bible, that | am a Jew. ... But it is different 
when | ... take a ballot in order to exercise my rights as a 
citizen. Then | am not a Jew, but | feel and vote as a citizen 
of the republic, | do not ask what pleases the Israelites. | 
consult the welfare of the country. If that party in whose 
hands | believe the welfare of the country, so far as the 
advancement of human rights was concerned, was the 
safest, were to place a Haman at the helm of state, and if 
the opposite party, whose nonexistence | believe would be 
better for humanity and my country, were to place Messiah 
at their head, make Moses the Chief Justice, and call the 
Patriarchs to the Cabinet, | should say, “Prosper under 
Haman, my fatherland, and here you have my vote, even if 
all the Jew in me mourns.”28 


I Do Not Sustain That Order 


Some Jews felt that the situation called for action, not 
words. Mass meetings were held by Jewish groups in many 
states. The one given the most publicity in the press was 
held in Memphis, Tennessee. Speeches were given urging 
that the only position Grant deserved to be elevated to was 
the one occupied by Haman in the last moments of his 
career.t2 Naturally, these mass meetings were denounced 
by the Republican press as well as by those Jewish 
newspapers which felt that direct political action was not in 
the best interest of the Jewish people. Commenting on the 
Memphis meeting, one Republican paper declared: 


We have had a big meeting of Jews here, to denounce 
General Grant for the order issued in his absence by his 
Adjutant excluding Jew traders from the army lines. Nearly 
every Jew that figured in this meeting was, it is notorious 
here, a contraband dealer, who grew much during the war 
by trading to both sides. The order was wrong because it 
was aimed at a whole sect, but a more unmitigated set of 
scoundrels than the Jew traders who were engaged in 
running goods through the army lines, it would be hard to 
find anywhere. The idea of such men, whose lives were 
disgraceful to their religion and race, meeting to denounce 
General Grant because his subordinate issued an order [so 
the paper claimed] which reflected on all Jews, and which 
General Grant almost immediately annulled, is absurd.22 


Throughout the campaign a group of leading Republican 
Jews hoped that the whole issue could be avoided by a 
strong statement on the part of General Grant. One of the 
most active Jews in the campaign, Simon Wolf, interceded 
through one of Grant’s advisors, Adam Badeau, to get a 
statement from the general. Grant answered through 
Badeau that he felt no animosity toward Jews, but had 
merely been trying to eliminate the evils of speculation.24 
This statement satisfied Simon Wolf, but did not quiet the 
agitation in the press. Finally, Grant, probably stung by the 
invectives in the press, answered with a forthright 
statement a letter of Adolph Moses forwarded by Grant’s 
friend, |. N. Morris. Grant declared that he had received 
hundreds of letters about Order No. 11 and, although he had 
followed his usual practice of not answering them, in 
deference to Mr. Morris, he was replying to Mr. Moses: 
| do not pretend to sustain the order. 

At the time of its publication, | was incensed by a 
reprimand received from Washington for permitting acts 
which Jews within my lines were engaged in. There were 


many other persons within my lines equally bad with the 
worst of them, but the difference was that the Jews 
could pass with impunity from one army to the other, 
and gold, in violation of orders, was being smuggled 
through the lines, at least so it was reported. The order 
was issued and sent without any reflection and without 
thinking of the Jews as a sect or race to themselves, but 
simply as persons who had successfully (I say 
successfully instead of persistently, because there were 
plenty of others within my lines who envied their 
success) violated an order, which greatly inured to the 
help of the rebels. 

Give Mr. Moses assurance that | have no prejudice 
against sect or race, but want each individual to be 
judged by his own merit. Order No. 11 does not sustain 
this statement, | admit, but then | do not sustain that 
order. It never would have been issued if it had not been 
telegraphed the moment it were penned, and without 
reflection.22 
Grant’s statement as to his motives in issuing Order No. 


11 accords with the explanation which he gave the War 
Department the day after the order was issued.22 This 
explanation, however, was not known, and the letter to 
Moses, written in mid-September, came too late to influence 
the campaign in any way. While it is impossible to know how 
many Jews voted against Grant because of Order No. 11, the 
evidence from letters to the press is that most Jews 
Supported the candidate of the party of their choice and 
rationalized their choice accordingly, although undoubtedly 
Grant did lose some Jewish votes as the result of Order No. 


Without Further Comment 


Isaac M. Wise and those that followed his lead found 
themselves in an awkward position when Grant was elected. 
They feared that they had created animosity toward the 
Jews in the heart of the man who was now the Chief 
Executive. Wise, through an editorial in The Israelite, beat 
an ignominious retreat and, seizing on the Grant-Moses 
correspondence, declared it now clear that Grant was not an 
anti-Semite and had merely been misled by the sinister 
cotton speculators’ lobby.24 


THEN AND NOW.—1862 AND 1882. 
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“OH, NOW YOU WEEP, AND I PERCEIVE YOU FEE 
‘THE DINT OF Prry. “THESE ARE GRACIOUS DROPS.” 


Democrats continued to remind Jews of General Order 
Number 11 even after Grant was out of the White House. In 
this cartoon printed in the satirical journal Puck in February 
1882, Grant’s public expression of sympathy for persecuted 
Jews in Russia is questioned (“crocodile tears”) in light of his 
order of twenty years before. Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress. 


Grant himself, once he became President, proved a friend of 
the Jews and appointed many to posts at home and abroad. 
He sided with the Jews in the controversy raised by Harry 
Bergh of the A.S.P.C.A. over the alleged cruelty practiced by 
Jews in the slaughtering of animals.22 Grant refused in his 
later career to discuss Order No. 11 and failed to mention it 
in his memoirs. An inquiry made to Grant’s son, Frederick D. 
Grant, about the omission elicited the reply that his father 
had wanted to let the controversy die without further 
comment.2& 

Thus, despite the circumstantial evidence against Grant, it 
would seem that he was a product of his time—filled with 
the common images of the Jew as a Christ-killer, usurer, and 
shrewd businessman. This stereotyped picture probably 
made Grant easily susceptible to the belief that the chief 
offenders in the cotton trade were the Jews and that, 
through the deviousness of their character, they were able 
to succeed to a greater degree than the more “righteous” 
Gentiles. AS is common with many who have a fixed 
prejudice against a group, Grant nevertheless had close 
friendships with individual Jews. His appointment of Jews like 
Edward S. Salomon and David Eckstein to diplomatic posts 
abroad and his offer of the post of Secretary of the Treasury 
to Joseph Seligman, as well as his close friendship with 
Simon Wolf, all bear out this fact.22 Thus, considering the 
many individual Jews whose services, ability, and friendship 


he valued, it is not surprising that Grant denied that he was 
an anti-Semite, even though he had written Order No. 11. 

With the end of Grant’s Presidency, the question of just 
how the American Jewish community should react to 
political Antisemitism ceased to be a problem until, under 
the impetus of pogroms abroad, America’s Jews were finally 
forced to find a common ground of unity with which to 
develop effective organs of protest. Because these groups 
were organized to combat foreign Antisemitism, they 
assumed a bipartisan political structure. It was not until 
1892 that the political parties again became cognizant of 
the Jewish vote, but this time both party platforms agreed in 
censuring the Russian Czar for his treatment of the Jews. 

The controversy over partisan political activity by 
American Jews in defense of their interests was thus 
resolved, and American Jewry avoided the attendant 
dangers of allowing itself to become a monolithic political 
group readily available for use as a political football by 
opposing parties. 
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exploded into the public arena in 1991 with the publication, 
by the Nation of Islam, of The Secret Relationship between 
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includes a valuable introduction published in 1970 by 
Maxwell Whiteman on Jews in the antislavery movement as 
well as an important new introduction by Nancy L. Grant. 
Older studies include Max J. Kohler, “Jews and the American 
AntiSlavery Movement,” Publications of the American Jewish 
Historical Society 5 (1897): 137-155, and 9 (1901): 45-56 
James A. Wax, “Isidor Bush: American Patriot and 
Abolitionist,” Historia Judaica 5 (1943): 183-203 Louis 
Ruchames, “The Abolitionists and the Jews,” Publications of 
the American Jewish Historical Society 42 (1952): 131-155 
Leon Huhner, “Some Jewish Associates of John Brown,” 
Publications of the American Jewish Historical Society 23 
(1915): 55-78 Martin Litvin, The Journey (Galesburg 
Historical Society, 1981), a biography of August Bondi that 
discusses his involvement with John Brown; and Yuri Suhl, 
Ernestine Rose and the Battle for Human Rights (Reynal & 
Company, 1959). Rose’s antislavery writings may be found 
in Paula Doress-Worters, Mistress of Herself: Soeeches and 


Letters of Ernestine L. Rose, Early Women’s Rights Leader 
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during the Civil War,” American Jewish Historical Quarterly 
51 (1961): 67-86 (parts of which appear in this volume); 
Robert Shosteck, “The Jewish Community of Washington, 
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Jewish women in particular “shouldered a range of 
responsibilities brought on by wartime exigencies.” Hasia 


Diner explores this topic in the article on the “Civil War” in 
Jewish Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia, ed. 
Paula E. Hyman and Deborah Dash Moore (Routledge, 
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Antisemitism, a product of many of the same tensions and 
frustrations that elsewhere found their outlet in 
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see Jonathan Waxman’s biographical appreciation of Arnold 
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A large literature explores Ulysses S. Grant’s General 
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also Joseph Lebowich, “General Ulysses S. Grant and the 
Jews,” Publications of the American Jewish Historical Society 
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More research into this provocative question is required. 

The best known antisemitic incident of the Confederacy 
took place in 1862 when a committee of citizens in 
Thomasville, Georgia, accused local Jewish merchants of 
extortion, counterfeiting, and unpatriotic behavior and 
ordered them out of town. Harmony between Jews and their 
neighbors soon resumed, and no Jews ever were actually 
required to depart. Still, the “Thomasville incident” has 
Spawned a scholarly literature; see Richard M. McMurray, 
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(Fall-Winter 1978): 45-52 Louis Schmier, “Notes and 
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Georgia,” American Jewish Archives 32 (April 1980): 9-22 
and Mark |. Greenberg, “Ambivalent Relations: Acceptance 
and Antisemitism in Confederate Thomasville,” American 
Jewish Archives 45 (1993): 13-30. 

With the war’s end, the South entered a long, painful era 
of Reconstruction. Contemporaries believed, in the words of 
Mark Twain, that “after the war ... the Jew came down in 
force, set up shop on the plantation, supplied all the negro’s 
wants on credit, and at the end of the season was the 
proprietor of the negro’s share of the present crop and of 
part of his share of the next one.” See Mark Twain [Samuel 
Clemens], “Concerning the Jews” (1899), reprinted in Arnold 
A. Rogow, The Jew in the Gentile World (Macmillan, 1961), 
269. In the absence of any serious history of Reconstruction- 
era Southern Jewish life, it is impossible to know how much 
of this was true. For some initial scholarship, besides Clark’s 
essay in this volume, see Canter Brown, Jr., “Philip and 
Morris Dzialynski: Jewish Contributions to the Rebuilding of 
the South,” American Jewish Archives 44 (Fall-Winter 1992): 
516-539 and Elliott Ashkenazi, The Business of Jews in 
Louisiana, 1840-1875 (University of Alabama Press, 1988), 
esp. 27-30, as well as his “Jewish Commercial Interests 
Between North and South: The Case of the Lehmans and the 
Seligmans,” American Jewish Archives 43 (Spring-Summer 
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